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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) 

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 
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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 
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. 
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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.   

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. 
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ACT I 

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 
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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? 

The full guide Leading a Seminar on Shakespeare’s Hamlet is 28 pages and is available in 
our online shop for $10. Click here to visit the product page. 
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