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THE TRAGEDY OF HAMLET, Prince of Denmark 
William Shakespeare (1564-1616) 
Grade level: 11-12 
287 pages 
ISBN: 0-7434-7712-X 
Recommended hours: 18-20 hours (this includes reading the play aloud) 

BIOGRAPHY 

William Shakespeare was born in 1564 in Stratford-upon-Avon, England, and he died in 
1616, probably in his hometown. He was a playwright, producer, actor and poet; most 
of his professional life was conducted in London. He married Anne Hathaway in 1582 
and had three children—Susanna and the twins, Judith and Hamnet; the latter died in 
boyhood from unknown causes. Shakespeare is largely credited with writing thirty-
eight plays, 154 sonnets and two longer narrative poems. Hamlet is Shakespeare’s 
longest play (4,042 lines) and is considered by many to be his greatest achievement. He 
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is buried at Holy Trinity Church in Stratford-upon-Avon. His grave bears these words: 
Good Frend For Jesus Sake Forbeare / To Digg The Dust Encloased Heare / Bleste Be Ye Man Yt 
Spares Thes Stones / And Curst Be he Yt Moves My Bones.  

INTRODUCTION  
 
Hamlet is an especially exciting play for students to study because of its grand spectacle, 
sudden and unexpected reversals of fortune, and puzzling problems of interpretation. 
Even though the events of this play occur at a royal court, it is full of essential human 
struggles: the grief of a son who has suddenly lost his father; the disapproval of that son 
for his mother’s choice and timing in remarriage; the tensions and rivalries between 
individual members of a family; the disappointing and sometimes shocking betrayals 
experienced in friendships, in families and in love; and the arresting incompatibility 
between the uniquely glorious nature of man and his ultimate demise. Adding the 
complexities of a royal court introduces a layer of strange intrigue that plagues courts 
and the distortions those machinations cause in domestic and international affairs. 
Additionally, the reader is confronted with the transitory nature of political power as 
expressed in the fall of Denmark’s royal family. All of this action finally culminates in 
one spectacular, extended sword fight. Reading, studying, and viewing the play pose 
interpretive difficulties for young students, but the rewards are tremendous. Hamlet’s 
character is complex, inconstant, often bewildering, intellectually alive and difficult to 
master, and the play presents a worthy opportunity for young students to stretch their 
reading and interpretive skills.  

We recommend the Folger Shakespeare Library edition, edited by Barbara A. Mowat 
and Paul Werstine, for its readability, affordability, excellent notes, brief plot summaries, 
and illustrations. Hamlet has appeared in several competing iterations. The most 
frequently cited are the following: the First Quarto (Q1) from 1603, the Second Quarto 
(Q2) from 1604, and the First Folio (F) from 1623. This edition relies heavily on the 
Second Quarto and the First Folio; the editors have helpfully indicated which transcript 
is being consulted in their notes. We recommend that the teacher read the introduction 
to this edition for brief but insightful background notes; we do not recommend that the 
students read the introduction. However, the students should be directed to consult the 
notes and illustrations positioned on each facing page since they afford the reader quick 
and easy access to important and necessary information.  

We strongly discourage the use of editions that attempt to translate the language into 
simplified, anachronistic English. It is important that the students encounter 
Shakespeare’s work in its beautiful, original language, and the Folger’s notes make 
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entry into that language less steep. The teacher should take some time to orient the 
students to the text’s notes and illustrations, and the students should learn how to cite 
the text by act, scene, and line numbers.  

The rich body of scholarly commentary concerning Shakespeare, his work, his 
remarkable expansion of the English language, his historical context, and the theater 
tradition of his time makes for worthwhile and endlessly fascinating reading for the 
teacher. Introducing this material to the students, however, can easily overwhelm them 
and mistakenly convince the students that they can never approach a Shakespeare play 
without the intrusive influence of scholarship. Introducing scholarly material often 
undermines the pleasure of wrestling with the text and the joy of discovery we want 
students to experience. The Folger series gives the students precisely what they need to 
enter into a meaningful study and does so without overwhelming them. 

If, on the other hand, the intent of reading and studying this text is to give a live 
performance, we recommend that the teacher consult the rich commentaries that 
instruct the reader on pronunciation, syntax, rhythm and staging techniques and impart 
that information to the students. Bringing in speech and fencing coaches will also give 
the students essential training prior to performance. Still, the first business of studying 
Hamlet must be reading the text deeply and independently, and this first reading should 
be executed without benefit of a heavy layer of scholarship. Once the students have 
wrestled with the text, these scholarly issues may be addressed to effect an excellent live 
performance.  

In either case, there are some rhetorical devices Shakespeare employs that should be 
introduced to the students: soliloquy, aside, iambic pentameter, alliteration, anaphora, 
anadiplosis, simile, metaphor, puns, personification, etc. We encourage teachers to 
introduce this material in a natural way as it arises internal to the text. For instance, 
when Gertrude tells Claudius that Hamlet is “mad as the sea and wind when both 
contend which is the mightier,” the teacher should explain that this is a simile. When 
Hamlet says of death that it is “the undiscovered country from whose bourn no traveler 
returns,” the teacher should explain that this is a metaphor. The teacher should lead the 
students to see how these devices enrich their reading experience. Having the students 
work at using these devices themselves removes some of the mystery and fear 
associated with literary devices.  

Finally, having the students memorize their favorite passages is an excellent way for 
students to gain ease and close acquaintance with the text.   
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This guide includes the following: 

● A plan for reading the text 

● Discussion questions for each act of the play 

● Broader questions suitable for essay assignments and larger discussions 

We strongly encourage teachers to reflect on the broader questions at the close of this 
guide before beginning the daily discussions. These larger questions orient the teacher 
to some of the main issues at stake in the play. 

THE PLAN 

● We recommend that the teacher and the students give the text a full reading 
aloud in class before discussion begins. This encourages the students to prevail in 
their reading by breaking down the natural barriers they experience in reading 
Shakespeare’s language. It also encourages the students to savor the poetic 
beauty of the text. After reviewing the list of characters and their family 
associations, the teacher should assign parts thoughtfully with an eye toward 
producing the best reading possible. Giving a student who struggles with 
language the role of the loquacious Hamlet would place too heavy a burden on 
the student and the class, and the exercise would be undermined; Hamlet’s 
presence on stage is near constant, and he spills an inordinate amount of 
wordplay. Similarly, Polonius’ speech patterns are riddled with puns and 
repartee. For this reason, only reasonably skilled readers should assume these 
roles.  

● As the students read aloud, the teacher should ensure that a fruitful reading is 
effected. Without explanation, the teacher should occasionally instruct a 
student’s reading of a passage. If, for instance, a student badly botches an 
exchange between Hamlet and Polonius, the teacher could intervene and directly 
instruct the student to read the lines properly. The instruction should be brief and 
without justification; that way the reading is not slowed or impeded by 
discussion that should come later. The teacher might say, Read that again, but read 
it with mockery. See how that changes the emotion of the moment. At the same time, 
the teacher must be patient with the students. In many cases, they are only just 
learning to speak and hear Shakespeare’s sometimes convoluted sentence 
structures; correcting every mistake will weigh down the reading and make it an 
unpleasant, rather than joyful, exercise. The students tend to catch on to the 
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meaning of Shakespeare’s complicated sentences as they speak them aloud and 
savor them, so to speak, on their tongues. This reading will take approximately 
four to five hours of class time.  

● Once the reading is complete, the teacher can use the questions below to lead the 
students into meaningful discussions of the play. These questions are not 
comprehension questions, and they should not be used as such, nor should they 
be handed out to the students. These questions are written for the teacher. 
Occasionally, a teacher will discover that some questions naturally lead to others 
not necessarily in the order listed. Since this is a seminar, the teacher should try 
not to harness the students too closely to the order listed below. The list of 
broader questions at the close of this guide give the teacher a pretty good idea of 
the main issues this text raises.  

● Finally, Hamlet is a play and should be seen on stage or on film at the conclusion 
of the discussions. There is no replacement for the spectacle of a play or film. 
However, it is important that the students not view any performances before 
they have read and wrestled with the text. This way they can freely debate their 
own interpretations without the influence a settled or authoritative account 
offers. Alternatively, the teacher may wish to assemble selections from various 
film productions that offer rival interpretations of particular scenes. Over fifty 
film adaptations have been made, so there is much to choose from. This is a 
beautiful entrance into the deep and often contentious debates that surround 
particular interpretations of especially difficult scenes.  
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ACT I 

It is important to take considerable time with this opening act since it lays out the 
fundamental problems that drive the remainder of the play.  

Scene 1: 

1. Describe the setting of the first scene. Where is the action happening? Who is 
present, and how do they feel about their present circumstances? How can you tell?   

2. What are the men waiting to see?  

3. Characterize Horatio from this first encounter. How does he regard the sightings the 
soldiers have related to him? How does his temperament change when the ghost 
finally does appear? How does he treat the ghost? 
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4. Describe the appearance of the ghost. Who does he appear to be? How is he 
dressed? Horatio tells the other men that the ghost’s appearance reminds him of the 
old king’s battle with the Polacks. How so? 

5. Marcellus notes that a great deal of war preparation seems to be going on. He asks 
Horatio to give them the reasons for this war footing. Give the story of Fortinbras/
Norway versus Hamlet the Elder/Denmark. What was the outcome of that rivalry? 
Why is war seemingly inevitable now? What does young Fortinbras want? Keep 
track of the motivations of the young Fortinbras as the play proceeds. He is 
referenced in the first scene, and he speaks the final words of the play. When the 
students have completed their study of Act V, they can begin to address the 
significance of this latter fact.  

6. When the ghost reappears, Horatio seems to have this older confrontation on his 
mind. What does he say to the ghost and how does the ghost react?  

7. What do Horatio and the soldiers conclude about the ghost’s sudden disappearance, 
and what do they resolve to do? 

8. Examine the first line of the play, “Who’s there?” Now that you have read the entire 
play, does this line hold a deeper meaning beyond the literal circumstances in which 
it occurs? The students should begin to address the strange culture of surveillance 
operating at the court. Every court has its intrigues, but Denmark’s court seems 
more than typically infected. How does this culture affect the individuals involved, 
specifically Hamlet? 

Scene 2: 

1. Describe the setting of this scene. Who is present? What are they celebrating? What 
is Hamlet wearing? How can you tell?  

2. Give a thorough, line by line, study of King Claudius’ opening speech to the court 
(1-38). One fruitful way to approach this speech is to view it as a sort of state-of-the-
kingdom oration that updates the court on domestic and international affairs. How 
does he construe his marriage to the widow, Gertrude? How does he account for 
their present circumstances? How does he appraise the kingdom’s situation with 
reference to Fortinbras/Norway? What is Claudius’ plan to deal with Fortinbras? 
Lead the students to begin to dwell on Claudius’ leadership of the kingdom.   

3. What does Laertes want? What does the reader learn about Laertes from his first 
words? 
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4. When Claudius turns to Hamlet “my son,” we hear Hamlet’s first words. They are 
spoken sotto voce, “A little more than kin and less than kind” (67). Claudius then 
inquires, “How is it that the clouds still hang on you?” (68). Hamlet remarks, “Not 
so, my lord; I am too much in the sun” (69). What is going on here? What is Hamlet 
saying? Why? What do we learn about Hamlet’s demeanor and his feelings toward 
Claudius?  

5. Characterize the queen’s remarks to Hamlet and Hamlet’s responses. What does she 
want from Hamlet? What does he want from her? How can you tell? 

6. What does Hamlet mean when he says: “‘Seems’, madam? Nay, it is. I know not 
‘seems.’ ‘Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother, nor customary suits of solemn 
black, nor windy suspiration of forced breath. No, nor the fruitful river in the eye, 
nor the dejected havior of the visage, together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief, 
that can denote me truly. These indeed ‘seem,’ for they are actions that a man might 
play; but I have that within which passes show, these but the trappings and the suits 
of woe” (79-89). What is Hamlet revealing about himself in these words? 
Characterize his demeanor when he says them. Do you think he says them tenderly, 
sadly, angrily, rebelliously?  

7. This would be a good time for the students to begin to dwell on the recurring 
problem with appearances, playacting, and honesty hinted at in the opening line of 
the play and referenced throughout the remainder of the play. Hamlet’s demeanor in 
this scene seems so honest and transparent, so unadorned in its expression of grief. 
The students should begin to keep track of Hamlet’s increasingly dishonest conduct 
throughout the play and his resort to playacting. Why does Hamlet become a 
dishonest actor toward others, and how does his disingenuous behavior isolate him 
and infect his relationships with those closest to him?  

8. Closely examine Claudius’ words at lines 90-121. What exactly lies at the heart of 
Claudius’ criticism of Hamlet? What does he correct in Hamlet’s character? Why? 
Why does Claudius want Hamlet to stay at court and not return to Wittenberg? If we 
didn’t already know that Claudius had murdered Hamlet’s father, how would we 
receive Claudius’ criticism of Hamlet? Why does Gertrude want Hamlet to stay at 
court?  

9. Read aloud Hamlet’s first soliloquy at lines 133-164. It is good for the students to 
hear this read aloud again, especially by the teacher. Have the students examine his 
words carefully. What is going on with Hamlet? What has made him so dejected and 
depressed? What does he think of the world? His mother? Claudius? His father? 
Himself? Closely examine his choice of words to describe his situation. How long 

© 2018 Cana Academy®                    8



has his father been dead? The answer to this latter question proves a bit elusive, 
which is partly why it’s an interesting question. Not everyone agrees. 

10. Characterize the relationship between Horatio and Hamlet. Do they seem close? 
Evidence? What does Horatio think of the remarriage? Does Horatio believe that the 
ghost is Hamlet’s father? Evidence? Why are Hamlet, Horatio and the other soldiers 
so concerned about this sighting? 

Scene 3: 

1. Characterize the relationship between Ophelia and her brother, Laertes. Closely 
examine the language Laertes employs to describe the relationship he thinks exists 
between Ophelia and Hamlet. Pay close attention to his vocabulary. For instance, 
examine his use of the word “fear.” What does Laertes think of Hamlet? What is the 
substance of his advice to Ophelia? Do you think this is good advice borne of good 
intentions and brotherly concern for a sister, or not? Evidence? 

2. What is Ophelia’s response to her brother? What, if anything, does her response 
reveal about Ophelia’s character and her relationship with her brother? 

3. Characterize Polonius’ advice to his son, Laertes. Is this good advice? What sits at 
the center of his concerns for his son? What do we learn about Polonius in this scene 
with his son? 

4. Characterize the scene between Ophelia and her father, Polonius. How does 
Polonius characterize the relationship between Ophelia and Hamlet? How does 
Polonius even know about this relationship? How does he evaluate his daughter’s 
behavior? Closely examine the language he employs to describe her and her 
relationship with Hamlet (e.g., “tenders,” “springes to catch woodcocks,” 
“entreatments at a higher rate,” “brokers,” “implorators of unholy suits”). What 
does he think of Hamlet? What does Polonius command Ophelia to do? Do you 
think this command is borne of good intentions and fatherly concern for a daughter 
or something else? Evidence? How old is Ophelia? 

5. Read lines 26-41. What is Hamlet saying? Does this pertain to anything else in this 
play? 

6. Have the students imaginatively recreate the ghost scene. Discuss how to best stage 
it so that it evokes the proper degree of fear in the audience. Puzzle over the 
characters’ cues to situate them on the stage. Engage the students’ imaginations. 
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7. Horatio forcefully delivers an exhortation to Hamlet. What is it? Why does Hamlet 
refuse to obey his advice? 

8. What does the ghost tell Hamlet? Closely examine the language the ghost employs 
to describe his circumstances and how he came to be there. Notice, for instance, his 
use of the words “incestuous” and “unnatural.” How does he characterize 
Gertrude’s behavior? How does the younger Hamlet receive this assessment of 
Gertrude? Does he share it?  

9. The reader has seen two previous characterizations of the elder Hamlet by his son. 
Go back and find those in the text. In light of this scene, was the younger Hamlet 
correct in his assessment of his father’s character? Evidence? Is there any reason to 
believe that this ghost is not real? Is it significant that Horatio and the others never 
hear the ghost speak?  

10. What does the ghost want of Hamlet? 

11. The ghost’s parting words are “Remember me” (98). Hamlet repeats the invocation 
of memory several times after the ghost disappears: “Remember thee?” (102); 
“whiles memory holds a seat” (103); “Remember thee?” (104); “table of my memory” 
(105); “adieu adieu, ‘remember me’” (118). What is he pledging in these lines? How 
would you characterize him in these lines? Is he chock-full of vengeance or 
something else? Evidence?  

12. Hamlet says “I set it down that one may smile and smile and be a villain” (115). 
What does he mean? How does this reflect the opening line of the play? The capacity 
to discern one’s true friends and foes seems at the heart of this play. Keep examining 
this.  

13. When Horatio and the others catch up with Hamlet, what does he ask them to do? 
What is his plan? What is the “antic disposition” (192) he plans to adopt? Why will 
he adopt this disposition? 

14. Hamlet says, “The time is out of joint. O cursed spite that ever I was born to set it 
right” (210-211). Marcellus says, “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (100). 
What is the “something rotten in the state,” and why must Hamlet be required to 
“set it right”? Would killing Claudius “set it right”? How so? Does Hamlet look like 
the man to accomplish this? Evidence? 

15. Should Hamlet have followed Horatio’s earlier advice not to speak with the ghost 
alone? 
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ACT II 

Scene 1: 

1. What do we learn about Polonius and his relationship with his son, Laertes? What 
does he want for his son, and how does he plan on accomplishing it? What kind of 
man is Polonius? What exactly is his role at court?  

2. When Ophelia interrupts Polonius and Reynaldo, she tells Polonius a disturbing 
story about Hamlet. What does she say has happened? To what does Polonius 
attribute Hamlet’s behavior? To what do you attribute his behavior? Was this a setup 
perpetrated by Hamlet? If so, for what exact purpose? Was Hamlet using Ophelia to 
communicate this “antic disposition” to her father, Polonius, and thus the king? Or, 
was this a farewell to those “trivial, fond records, all saws of books, all forms, all 
pressures past, that youth and observation copied there” (Act I, scene 5, lines 
106-108)? Was Hamlet saying good-bye to his youthful fancies and Ophelia in light 
of his recent oath to avenge his father’s murder? Notice that Hamlet’s clothing is in 
disarray. Why? Did he just come from seeing the ghost? Or, was this too part of 
playing a role? 
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Scene 2: 

1. Why have the queen and king sent for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Have the 
queen and king sent for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern for the same reasons? How 
do these men know Hamlet? What does the king tell them?  

2. What, if anything, can we say about Gertrude and her relationship with Hamlet? 
How long has Hamlet the elder (Gertrude’s husband) been dead? Does she know 
what happened? How old is her son Hamlet? 

3. Characterize Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Notice that the king accidentally 
reverses their names and the queen corrects him (35-36). Is that significant, and, if so, 
how so? 

4. To what does Gertrude attribute her son’s ill behavior? Is this believable? If it was 
once credible, is it still credible? 

5. What news does Voltemand bring the king? How does Claudius react? What do you 
think of that reaction? Is Claudius paying attention to the threat Fortinbras presents? 

6. Polonius reads aloud a purported love letter Hamlet has sent Ophelia. Do you think 
the love letter is real, or is it fabricated by Hamlet to deceive Polonius and the king? 
What evidence do you have one way or the other? How do you feel about Polonius 
reading this letter aloud to Claudius and Gertrude? Why? Evaluate the poetic craft 
of the letter. 

7. Polonius says to the king and queen, “What might you, or my dear Majesty your 
queen here, think, if I had played the desk or table-book or given my heart a 
winking, mute and dumb or looked upon this love with idle sight? What might you 
think?” (143-148). What worries Polonius, and what is he eager to prove?  

8. What does Gertrude think of the relationship between Hamlet and Ophelia? Do we 
ever hear what she thinks of Ophelia? If so, where? 

9. Polonius hatches a plot with the king and queen. What is it? 

10. Characterize the encounter between Polonius and Hamlet in the next scene. Is there 
any truth in what Hamlet says? Watch the wordplay. 

11. Carefully study the scene between Hamlet and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Try 
to tease out the parts of that exchange that seem honest and the parts that seem to be 
playacting. Are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern being honest? Are they genuinely 
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concerned for Hamlet’s well-being, or are they simply obsequious servants of the 
king? Is Hamlet honest with them? When does the scene appear to go awry? Why?  

12. Examine Hamlet’s words to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: “I have of late, but 
wherefore I know not, lost all my mirth, forgone all custom of exercises, and, indeed, 
it goes so heavily with my disposition that this goodly frame, the earth, seems to me 
a sterile promontory; this most excellent canopy, the air, look you, this brave 
o’erhanging firmament, this majestical roof, fretted with golden fire—why, it 
appeareth nothing to me but a foul and pestilent congregation of vapors. What a 
piece of work is man, how noble in reason, how infinite in faculties, in form and 
moving how express and admirable; in action how like an angel, in apprehension 
how like a god: the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals—and yet, to me, 
what is this quintessence of dust? Man delights not me” (318-333). What is Hamlet 
confessing here? Is he being honest? (There are some similarities between this 
passage and the scene with the gravedigger.) Can Hamlet be honest and dishonest 
simultaneously? If so, tease out the two threads in his encounters with others. Watch 
for what appears to be truthful confession and what appears to be a role.    

13. How does Hamlet behave toward Polonius in front of Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern? He calls Polonius “Jeptha.” What does that mean? What does this 
encounter tell us about Hamlet and Polonius? 

14. The encounter with the actors is complicated but important. The students should try 
to reimagine this scene as they discuss it: How does Hamlet greet the actors? Why? 
He begins to recite the heartrending words of Aeneas’ tale of Pyrrhus and Priam. 
Why is this passage significant for Hamlet? Who are Priam, Hecuba and Pyrrhus? 
What was Pyrrhus doing and why? (This is the third revenge story we hear in this 
play.) How does Pyrrhus deal with the death of his father? What effect does the first 
actor’s completion of the passage have on his audience? Recall that Hamlet initiated 
this passage’s recitation. What did he hope to accomplish by doing this? Did he 
succeed? How can you tell?  

15. Examine his soliloquy at lines 576-634. What effect has the actor’s recitation had on 
him? How does he evaluate his own actions? What puzzles him most? How does he 
account for his delay in seeking vengeance on behalf of his father? What does he 
resolve to do?  
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ACT III 

Scene 1: 

1. What do you think of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s treatment of Hamlet and their 
reporting to the king and queen? 

2. Why does Claudius say, “How smart a lash that speech doth give my 
conscience” (57-58)?  

3. Examine Hamlet’s soliloquy. What is Hamlet contemplating? What is he asking? 
What worries him? Examine these words: “And thus the native hue of resolution is 
sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought and enterprise of great pitch and moment 
with this regard their currents turn awry and lose the name of action” (92-96). What 
is he referring to here? Does this remind you of his soliloquy at the close of Act II? 
How so? Any differences? Does he make any resolutions here? What is going on 
with Hamlet? 

4. Carefully examine the encounter between Ophelia and Hamlet. It seems to begin 
with sweet and tender greetings, but it ends with fury. At what point does the 
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dialogue turn ugly? The students should study the text, locate the turning point and 
account for it. Is Ophelia lying, and, if she is lying, what exactly is she lying about? 
Who broke off the relationship? When did that happen? Did we see it happen? What 
criticism does Hamlet have of women? Of men? What does it mean that Ophelia 
should “to a nunnery go”? Why does Hamlet resort to such degrading language 
about Ophelia and women in general? Does his relationship with Gertrude have 
anything to do with what is going on here between him and Ophelia? If so, how so? 
Does Hamlet love Ophelia? He says, “I did love you once” and then “I loved you 
not.” Is Hamlet being honest in this scene, or is he lying? If he is lying, is he lying 
throughout the entire scene or only part of the scene? Evidence? If he is lying, why is 
he lying? 

5. What is Ophelia’s reaction to Hamlet’s behavior? What does Claudius think is going 
on? What does he resolve to do? What does Polonius want to do? 

Scene 2: 

1. Examine Hamlet’s encounter with Horatio at lines 55-95. Characterize the 
relationship between Hamlet and Horatio. Is Hamlet honest with Horatio? Is 
Horatio honest with Hamlet? Does Horatio know that the king killed Hamlet’s 
father? Evidence?  

2. What does the play-within-the-play, sponsored by Hamlet, reveal about the court, 
the king, the queen, Ophelia, and Hamlet? How does Hamlet treat Ophelia? How 
does this play-within-the-play reveal Hamlet’s feelings for his mother? How does 
his mother react? Is this the reaction Hamlet had hoped for? How does Claudius 
react? What emotions does the play-within-the-play produce in Hamlet? Did Hamlet 
achieve what he set out to achieve when he wrote the addendum to this tale?  

3. Just after the play, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have a disturbing encounter with 
Hamlet. In that encounter, Hamlet says, “Sir, I lack advancement,” and Rosencrantz 
responds, “How can that be, when you have the voice of the King himself for your 
succession in Denmark?” (368-371). Why isn’t Hamlet king himself? He will mention 
this fact again later. Is this actually a serious concern for Hamlet? Does he care that 
he has not succeeded his father to the throne? Evidence? 

4. Hamlet says of Guildenstern, “Why, look you now, how unworthy a thing you make 
of me! You would play upon me, you would seem to know my stops, you would 
pluck out the heart of my mystery...” (393-396). What does Hamlet mean here? Think 
about how to stage this scene.  
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Scene 3: 

1. King Claudius says, “I like him not, nor stands it safe with us to let his madness 
range” (1-2). What does Claudius think is going on with Hamlet? Does he believe 
Hamlet is mad? 

2. Do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern understand their role in the king’s plans? 
Evidence?  

3. Claudius delivers one of the most poignant, heartfelt self-examinations in his 
soliloquy at lines 40-76. (In many ways, it carries some of the same psychological 
and spiritual weight as Macbeth’s soliloquy in Macbeth, Act I, Scene 7, lines 1-28.) 
What does Claudius confess? Is he remorseful? Does this scene evoke pity in the 
reader, or not? Why? What does Claudius mean when he says, “My words fly up, 
my thoughts remain below; words without thoughts never to heaven go” (102-103).   

4. When Hamlet stumbles across Claudius, he could easily achieve the act of revenge 
for which he has been commissioned. Why doesn’t he kill Claudius at this moment? 
What does he say? Is he telling himself the truth, or is he lying to himself? Evidence? 

5. Why does Hamlet kill Polonius? Did he mean to do that? He says, “I took thee for 
thy better.” But he just saw the king elsewhere. What does he mean? Is Hamlet 
losing his mind? How could this scene be best staged?  

The scene between Hamlet and Gertrude is one of the central passages in the play, and 
it must be carefully examined. It is full of complicated insight into Hamlet’s character 
and his relationships with his father and mother. The students should think about how 
they would want to stage this scene, relying on the characters’ cues in the text.   

1. Characterize the relationship between Hamlet and Gertrude. Is it an adult one? Is 
Hamlet’s memory of his father’s virtues accurate or hyperbolic? Evidence? Does he 
believe his mother knew of Claudius’ treachery? Do you think Gertrude knew? 
What is Hamlet’s central criticism of Gertrude? What do you think that says about 
Hamlet? 

2. Examine Hamlet’s reaction to the arrival of his ghost/father. Why can’t Gertrude see 
the ghost? Notice that this is different from the earlier sightings of the ghost when 
Horatio and Marcellus had witnessed the ghost’s appearance. Gertrude says, “Alas, 
he’s mad” (121). Is she right? Is the ghost real or a hallucination? Evidence? Is there a 
plausible account, internal to the text, for why the ghost would not wish to be seen 
by Gertrude? 
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3. How is the ghost dressed this time? How is this attire different from earlier sightings 
of the ghost? Is this a meaningful change? 

4. Why does the ghost intervene at this moment in the encounter between Hamlet and 
Gertrude? What does the ghost want?  

5. Hamlet says to the ghost, “Do not look upon me, lest with this piteous action you 
convert my stern effects. Then what I have to do will want true color—tears 
perchance for blood” (144-148). What does he mean? How does this mirror Hamlet’s 
encounter with the actor’s speech about Pyrrhus and his soliloquy in Act II, Scene 2, 
lines 576-634? Why hasn’t Hamlet killed Claudius yet?  

6. What does Hamlet want of Gertrude?  

7. Notice that Hamlet confides truths to Gertrude he has not confided to others. What 
are these truths? What are his plans for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Do you think 
they deserve this?  

8. Hamlet says he is not mad. Does Gertrude believe him? Notice that she tells 
Claudius at the opening of the next act that Hamlet is, “Mad as the sea and wind 
when both contend which is the mightier” (7-8). Is she lying to Claudius or telling 
the truth? Keep close watch on Gertrude’s behavior toward Claudius from here until 
the end of the play. The students need to at least begin addressing the relationship 
between Claudius and Gertrude.  

9. Does Hamlet regret killing Polonius? Evidence? 
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ACT IV 

Scenes 1-3: 

1. Hamlet’s behavior at the beginning of Act IV seems wild and erratic. Has he finally 
gone insane, or is he acting deliberately with his own plans in mind? Evidence? Take 
a close look at his exchanges with Rosencrantz and with Claudius. Are his words the 
words of an insane man? Take a close look at lines 15-21 and 22-35.  

2. Does Claudius think that Hamlet is insane? (Return to an examination of Claudius’ 
words after the play-within-the-play.) What is Claudius planning? Why? What does 
Claudius fear in Hamlet?  

Scene 4: 

1. What is Hamlet’s reaction to the news that Fortinbras is passing through Denmark’s 
borders toward Poland? Why isn’t Hamlet alarmed? Do you think he should be? 
And while we are touching on the matter, why isn’t Hamlet king? Should he be? 
Does he think he should be king? Provide textual evidence one way or the other.  
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2. Examine Hamlet’s soliloquy at lines 34-69. What does he resolve to do and why? Is 
this different from what we have heard from Hamlet before? Compare and contrast 
this soliloquy with that of Act II, Scene 2, lines 576-634. Why hasn’t Hamlet yet 
sought vengeance on behalf of his father?  

Scene 5: 

1. This scene centers on Ophelia and her recent descent into madness. Describe her 
condition and tease out the reasons for it. Do we gain any insight into her 
relationship with Hamlet from her words? Characterize Laertes’ reaction to the 
death of his father and the condition of his sister, Ophelia. Compare and contrast 
Laertes’ response to the murder of his father with Hamlet’s response to the murder 
of his own father. 

2. Ophelia speaks of rosemary “that’s for remembrance” (199). What must be 
remembered? What must be remembered throughout this play? What is forgotten? 

3. What is Laertes angry about? He says, “His means of death, his obscure funeral, no 
trophy, sword, nor hatchment o’er his bones, no noble rite nor formal ostentation cry 
to be heard, as ‘twere from heaven to earth, that I must call ‘t in question” (238-242). 
This mirrors many of Hamlet’s concerns regarding his own father’s death. How so? 
Where have we seen Hamlet express similar emotions? 

Scene 7: 

1. Examine the dialogue between Laertes and Claudius. What is Claudius’ intent and 
how does he achieve it? Claudius again mentions Hamlet’s popularity with the 
people. What does he fear? 

2. Claudius says, “That we would do we should do when we would; for this ‘would’ 
changes and hath abatements and delays as many as there are tongues, are hands, 
are accidents; and then this ‘should’ is like a spendthrift sigh, that hurts by easing. 
But to the quick of th’ ulcer: Hamlet comes back; what would you undertake to 
show yourself indeed your father’s son more than in words?” (134-143). Look at 
Laertes’ immediate response, “To cut his throat i’ th’ church” (144). Compare and 
contrast this to what we have seen in Hamlet throughout this play. 

3. How did Ophelia die? Was it suicide? Evidence? 
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ACT V  

Scene 1: 

1. This act opens with the oft referenced and much revered gravedigger scene, a piece 
of black comedy. What do we learn about Hamlet in this scene? How old is he? How 
do we know that from the text? The students may be shocked to learn that Hamlet is 
thirty years old. They should discuss why they are surprised. Students often assume 
that Hamlet is far younger, perhaps as young as eighteen. It is worthwhile 
discussing why they thought that. Does the recognition of his true age change the 
way they think about him and his relationships with his mother and father? (It is 
generally best to delay this question until Act V, Scene 1.)  

2. Who was Yorick? Help the students reimagine what it must have felt like for Hamlet 
to hold Yorick’s skull in his hands. What does he say he feels? 

3. Examine Hamlet’s words: “Alexander died, Alexander was buried, Alexander 
returneth to dust; the dust is earth; of earth we make loam; and why of that loam 
whereto he was converted might they not stop a beer barrel? Imperious Caesar, dead 
and turned to clay, might stop a hole to keep the wind away. O, that that earth which 
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kept the world in awe should patch a wall t’ expel the winter’s flaw!” (216-223). 
What is Hamlet saying here? How does this compare to his earlier reflections on 
death and his protests to Ophelia, Gertrude, and Claudius? See his soliloquies as 
well.  

4. How does the gravedigger’s behavior compare and contrast to Hamlet’s? 

5. Notice that Hamlet calls the funeral ritual for Ophelia a “maimed” rite even before 
he knows it is Ophelia. Laertes cries out for a more proper funeral rite. What is going 
on here? Notice that this is at least the third time we have seen a reference to a death 
that was not properly honored in the eyes of others. Name the other cases and 
compare them. Can we see something common emerging in all of these cases? 

6. Hamlet swears that he loved Ophelia. He says to Laertes, “Hear you, sir, what is the 
reason that you use me thus? I loved you ever” (307-309). Why does he seem so 
surprised to see Laertes’ wrath? Did Hamlet love Ophelia and Laertes? Evidence? (It 
is helpful to recall that these three, no doubt, grew up at court together. We are only 
seeing them at this particular moment of crisis.) 

7. Claudius tells Gertrude “to set some watch over your son” (316), rather than “my 
son” (Act I, Scene 2, 66), or “think of us as of a father; for let the world take note, you 
are the most immediate to our throne and with no less nobility of love than that 
which dearest father bears his son do I impart toward you” ( Act I, Scene 2, 111-116). 
Has Claudius changed his mind about Hamlet, or was he always lying? Compare 
this scene at the grave with the ascendant tone of Act I, Scene 2. Does Claudius love 
Gertrude? Examine the text.  

8. Where has Hamlet been, and how long has he been gone? 

Scene 2: 

1. This is the last, tender scene between Horatio and Hamlet. Since the reader knows 
what is to come, this scene carries a special melancholic weight. How does Hamlet 
view the duel? Does he think he is going to win? Is he worried about it? Evidence? Is 
Horatio worried? Evidence? 

2. Do Hamlet and Horatio discuss Claudius and the need to avenge the murder of the 
elder Hamlet? Why? 

3. Does Hamlet regret his responsibility for the death of Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern? Why or why not? Does he regret harming Laertes? 
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4. Hamlet says: “Does it not, think thee, stand me now upon—he that hath killed my 
king and whored my mother, popped in between th’ election and my hopes, thrown 
out his angle for my proper life and with such cozenage—is ‘t not perfect conscience 
to quit him with this arm? And is ‘t not to be damned to let this canker of our nature 
come in further evil?” (71-80). What is he saying here? 

5. Characterize Hamlet’s exchange with Osric. Discuss with the students the rules of 
the duel. It is important that they understand this was not ostensibly a duel to the 
death. Rather, it was supposed to be a gentleman’s fencing contest.  

6. When Horatio encourages Hamlet to consider backing out of the duel, Hamlet 
replies: “Not a whit. We defy augury. There is a special providence in the fall of a 
sparrow. If it be now, ‘tis not to come; if it be not to come, it will be now; if it be not 
now, yet it will come. The readiness is all. Since no man of aught he leaves knows, 
what is ‘t to leave betimes? Let be” (233-238). Ask the students how they would 
direct Hamlet to say these words. What is going on with Hamlet? Are these words of 
peace? Words of confidence? Words of resignation? Words of defeat? Words of hope? 
Words of an adult man?   

7. Gertrude wants Hamlet to first ask forgiveness of Laertes before the duel. Hamlet 
says: “What I have done that might your nature, honor, and exception roughly 
awake, I here proclaim was madness. Was ‘t Hamlet wronged Laertes? Never 
Hamlet. If Hamlet from himself be ta’en away, and when he’s not himself does 
wrong Laertes, then Hamlet does it not; Hamlet denies it. Who does it, then? His 
madness... Let my disclaiming from a purposed evil free me so far in your most 
generous thoughts that I have shot my arrow o’er the house and hurt my 
brother” (244-258). What is Hamlet saying? Is he lying, or is he telling the truth? 
Why hasn’t Hamlet killed Claudius yet? Is it even on his mind? 

8. Does Laertes forgive him? Evidence? 

9. Have the students reconstruct the duel scene carefully, employing some kind of 
board to place the characters on stage. Have them recreate the action to ensure they 
understand what has happened. 

10. Why does Claudius let Gertrude drink the poison? Does Gertrude know it is poison? 

11. Why does Hamlet finally kill Claudius?  

12. When Horatio realizes that Hamlet has been poisoned, he attempts to drink of the 
cup as well. Why doesn’t he do it? What does Hamlet want him to do instead?  
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13. Why does Hamlet seem to be willingly handing over his kingdom’s throne to the 
invader, Fortinbras?  

14. Notice that Hamlet’s last word is “silence.” This is particularly stirring considering 
how garrulous he’s been throughout the play. What does this final word tell us 
about Hamlet? 

15. Horatio calls Hamlet “sweet prince” as he mourns Hamlet’s death. Is Hamlet 
“sweet” in the conventional sense? What does he mean? How many are dead as a 
result of Hamlet’s actions?  

16. What is Fortinbras’ reaction to the sight of all these dead bodies?  

17. Horatio says: “And let me speak to th’ yet unknowing world how these things came 
about. So shall you hear of carnal, bloody, and unnatural acts, of accidental 
judgments, casual slaughters, of deaths put on by cunning and forced cause, and, in 
this upshot, purposes mistook fall’n on th’ inventors’ heads. All this can I truly 
deliver” (421-428). What is Horatio’s interpretation of events? Is this the true story? 
Is it the story Hamlet was asking him to tell? 

18. The invader, Fortinbras, gets the last word. Is he correct in his assessment of 
Hamlet? Would Hamlet have made a good king? Do we have evidence to suggest 
that?  

19. Either directly or indirectly, Hamlet is responsible for the death of many. Is he a hero, 
a villain, a coward, a cold-blooded murderer? Who is he? 

20. If the students have read other plays or stories that involve vengeance, this would be 
a good time to compare and contrast those stories with the story of Hamlet. For 
instance, in Aeschylus’ Oresteia, the gods act for vengeance. Are there any gods at 
work in this story?  
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BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR LARGER DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS 

1. On several occasions we hear an invocation of memory and references to the proper 
remembrance of the dead. The ghost/father commands Hamlet to remember him; 
Hamlet references remembrance and forgetfulness repeatedly; Ophelia mentions 
remembrance in her madness; Laertes references the lack of a proper memorial in 
honor of Polonius. Similarly, he and Hamlet both complain that Ophelia’s burial rite 
seems “maimed.” What must be remembered? What has been forgotten? How is 
remembrance or failure to remember a central problem in this story? 

2. The characters in this story are engaged in a fair amount of deceit and spying. 
Polonius even sets a spy on his son, Laertes. Trace the deceit and surveillance at the 
court. Who lies and why? (Not everyone lies for the same reasons.) Are any of the 
characters lying to themselves? Who is the most honest character in the story? Who 
is the most deceitful? Who is the most deceived? What are the effects of all this 
deception? Is there any voice in this play that the reader can trust? 

3. Sometimes readers assume that Hamlet is suffering from some kind of madness. Is 
he? Assemble the evidence for either side of this argument, and compare and 
contrast his behavior with Ophelia’s, the one member of the court who is 
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demonstrably mad. If it is not madness driving Hamlet’s behavior, what is? If it was 
originally only feigned madness, does it evolve into something more like genuine 
madness over the course of the play? As you reflect on these questions, dwell on the 
fact that we as readers know more than many of the characters in this story. Who 
knows what happened between Claudius and the elder Hamlet? Does this narrow 
frame of informed members at court drive Hamlet’s behavior? In what way? 

4. Why does Hamlet delay so long in killing Claudius? He seems puzzled and 
confounded by this question himself. Compare and contrast his behavior to the 
other avenging sons referenced in the play: Fortinbras, Pyrrhus, and Laertes. When 
he finally does kill Claudius, is he satisfying the ghost’s demand for vengeance? 
Why does he finally kill Claudius? Closely examine Hamlet’s soliloquies and his 
exchanges with others to determine what is going on with him.  

5. Examine Fortinbras’s final words: “Let four captains bear Hamlet like a soldier to 
the stage, for he was likely, had he been put on, to have proved most royal” (Act V, 
Scene 2, 441-444). Is there evidence to suggest that Fortinbras is correct? Would 
Hamlet have made a good king? Can any good man be king of Denmark? What is 
wrong with Denmark? Notice that the line of kings ends now at this moment with 
the death of the House of Hamlet. Looking back on Hamlet’s final words, do you 
think he cares? 

6. Hamlet says he loved Ophelia. What evidence does the reader have to suggest that 
this is true? Is there evidence to the contrary? Is that furious exchange between 
Hamlet and Ophelia about their relationship or something else? Any discussion of 
Hamlet’s relationship with Ophelia will probably involve some reference to his 
relationship with Gertrude. 

7. Why does Ophelia go mad? Closely examine her relationships with all of the men in 
her life. What marks those relationships? Closely examine the language these men 
use when speaking to Ophelia. What kind of relationship does she have with 
Gertrude? Evidence? 

8. It is sometimes almost possible to forget that this family drama is unfolding at the 
court of an important and mighty kingdom. Why is that? Discuss the connections 
between the disorder internal to the family and the effects that disorder brings to the 
kingdom itself.  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9. By the end of the play, Hamlet could be held responsible, directly or indirectly, for 
the deaths of many individuals at court. Are these individuals innocent? Is Hamlet a 
villain? A coward? A hero? A heartless killer? Who is he?  

10. Trace the imagery of rot and disease that pervades this play. What is going on? 
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