Hamlet Summary and Analysis by the Folger Library
Directions: Read the following summary and highlight important and interesting material. Although I don’t usually like to give away the ending of stories prior to reading them, I want you to worry less about understanding the plot and more about the language and way the story is written. 

Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, is home from school to mourn the death of his father, King Hamlet, who died two months earlier. Only a month after his death, Hamlet’s mother, Queen Gertrude, married the late king’s brother, Claudius, and the two continue to reign in Denmark.

Shortly after, the Ghost of the late King Hamlet appears to the soldiers and Hamlet’s friend Horatio but disappears without speaking. Horatio describes the Ghost to Hamlet, who insists on seeing it for himself. When he is alone with Hamlet, the Ghost reveals that Claudius killed him. Hamlet promises to avenge his father’s murder.

Meanwhile, Laertes, son of the King’s advisor Polonius, is about to return to France. He bids farewell to his sister, Ophelia, warning her not to be swayed by Hamlet’s attempts to woo her. Polonius gives Laertes a long-winded good-bye and orders Ophelia to cease all contact with Hamlet.

Hamlet begins acting strangely towards everyone in the castle. Claudius and Gertrude are greatly alarmed by this, but Polonius insists that the cause of Hamlet’s apparent madness is Ophelia’s rejection of him. Claudius and Polonius plot to spy on Hamlet in discussion with Ophelia. The conversation between the two is bitter, ending with Hamlet renouncing any love he ever had for Ophelia.

The King and Queen then ask Hamlet’s friends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to determine what is wrong with him. Hamlet quickly realizes that the royal couple set up the pair to spy on him. His friends confess to their assignments. In passing, they mention that a troupe of actors is at the palace. Hamlet decides to have the troupe stage a play similar to his father’s murder. He will observe Claudius’ reaction in order to determine his guilt.

The court watches the play, which depicts a murderer poisoning the king and marrying the queen. Enraged, Claudius orders the play to cease and everyone to leave. Once alone, Claudius kneels to pray, consumed by guilt for his crime. Hamlet almost kills him but decides against it, afraid that if Claudius dies mid-prayer he will go to heaven.

Hamlet meets Gertrude in her room and an argument ensues. Hidden behind a curtain and afraid for Gertrude’s well-being, Polonius shouts for help. Hamlet, thinking the hidden figure is Claudius, stabs Polonius. The Ghost reappears to Hamlet to refocus him on the task of killing Claudius.

On the King’s command, Hamlet, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern leave for England. While at sea, Hamlet learns that Claudius has sent a letter to the King of England with orders to kill Hamlet. Hamlet replaces these orders with letters requesting the executions of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Hamlet then returns to Denmark.

Back at the palace, Ophelia goes mad with grief. Laertes returns and learns that Hamlet killed his father, Polonius. Claudius, determined to kill Hamlet, convinces Laertes to avenge Polonius’ death by dueling Hamlet with a poisoned blade. Claudius will also poison Hamlet’s wine. Gertrude arrives and announces that Ophelia has drowned.

Hamlet agrees to duel Laertes, thinking it is only for sport. Gertrude mistakenly drinks the poisoned wine and dies. Hamlet is struck by Laertes’ poisoned sword, but manages to cut Laertes with the same blade. Laertes reveals Claudius’ plot. Hamlet kills Claudius and, knowing he is dying, asks Horatio to tell his tale. Hamlet and Laertes reconcile. Prince Fortinbras of Norway enters and conquers Denmark, but honors the dead Hamlet.

	Hamlet's Complicated Journey


[image: image1.png]




 INCLUDEPICTURE "http://www.folger.edu/siteimages/clear.gif" \* MERGEFORMATINET [image: image2.png]



	Hamlet’s journey through the play goes from one complication to another. What is going on in his mind? To examine Hamlet up close, audience members should listen carefully to his soliloquies (discourses in which characters reveal their thoughts without addressing a specific listener). As he moves through the play, Hamlet’s soliloquies provide the audience with a glimpse of Hamlet’s inner-most thoughts.

"O, that this too, too sullied flesh would melt, / Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew…" – 1.2.133-164.
Hamlet is faced with his feelings towards his mother concerning his father’s death and Gertrude’s marriage to his uncle. He laments the current state of things at court. He is troubled by the contradiction between his sense that his parents were very much in love and his mother’s hasty marriage only one month after his father’s death.

"O, what a rogue and peasant slave am I…" – 2.2.577-634.
By 2.2, Hamlet has seen his father’s ghost, who has told him of his murder and has charged Hamlet to kill Claudius in revenge. Hamlet admonishes himself for not acting on the news. He observes that an actor can summon up a depth of feeling for something he barely knows about, while Hamlet has such a powerful motive to act and yet has done nothing. By the end of the soliloquy Hamlet has worked out his first step towards action: he will plot a trap for Claudius that will expose him as a murderer.

"To be or not to be – that is the question…" – 3.1.64-98.
By this point, Hamlet’s inner-conflict is almost too much to bear. Here, Hamlet contemplates suicide in order to bring an end to the pain of life, particularly the pain he is experiencing. Yet he ultimately reasons it is better to live than face the fear of the unknown: death.

"How all occasions do inform against me / And spur my dull revenge…" – 4.4.34-69.
By 4.4, Hamlet has found the courage to avenge his father by killing Claudius, no matter the consequences. On observing the reckless abandon in which Fortinbras pursues his goals for honor’s sake, Hamlet is ready to do what must be done. He resolutely concludes, "My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth!"

Watch and listen to Hamlet. Is he avoiding taking any action to avenge the murder of his father until the very last moment possible? Or is he working through all of the questions and inner-conflicts he has before taking his revenge?




	Hamlet’s Friends: Honest Horatio and the Two-Faced Twosome
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	And The Women of Elsinore
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	For Prince Hamlet, virtue is paramount to a woman at court. Hamlet views Queen Gertrude and Ophelia, both of the women he loves, as tainted by their actions, the antithesis of the moral excellence he expects. Yet both Gertrude and Ophelia appear shocked, distressed, and heartbroken at Hamlet’s verbal abuse and poor treatment. This leads to the question: do Gertrude and Ophelia’s actions play in favor of Hamlet’s well-being or against it?

"Frailty, thy name is woman!" Hamlet explodes at the thought of Gertrude’s marriage to his uncle. Is Gertrude frail? Or does she exhibit strength in her survival instinct to accept Claudius as her husband? As a woman of the 16th century, Gertrude’s wealth and power extended only as far as her closest male relation. Is Gertrude as selfish as Hamlet portrays her, or does she do it all for the love of her son? Based on Gertrude’s doting at the beginning of the play, it seems she and Hamlet had a caring relationship prior to his father’s death. By marrying Claudius she ensures that Hamlet, though not king today, might be the next in line. Does Hamlet’s anger blind him to the possibility that Gertrude marries his uncle to preserve their lives in Claudius’ kingdom? She certainly means no ill will as she takes a fatal drink to toast Hamlet’s good fortune.

Ophelia’s affections for her kinsmen are clear throughout the play. She is close enough to her father and brother that she heeds their advice, and she sincerely grieves the loss of Polonius. Unfortunately, Ophelia is caught in the middle of the ensuing battle between Claudius and Hamlet. She betrays Hamlet by obeying her father in the plot to spy on him. Yet Ophelia seems bewildered when Hamlet denies his love for her and then openly flirts with her during the Players’ performance. Does Hamlet truly love Ophelia but reject her in order to protect her? Or does he only see her deception and fully intends to drive her mad? Is Ophelia shrewd enough to play games with Hamlet’s affection, or is she simply a dutiful daughter who is also in love with the Prince? Certainly, Ophelia’s loss of wits and subsequent suicide are a clear indication of a heart broken by the men who matter most to her.

The women in Hamlet find themselves in sticky situations at the hands of their male relations. Both may be viewed as mere pawns in the hands of the ambitious and scheming men of the play. Or perhaps they are equally calculating in their steps and missteps to protect their loved ones and themselves.



	The Endless Mirror Up to Nature: The Play within the Play


	One of the most interesting plot devices in Hamlet is the play-within-a-play, where a troupe of actors comes to Elsinore and is employed by Hamlet to present a play of his choosing to the court. The play, he believes, will prove his uncle’s guilt for the murder of the king.

Hamlet asks a player to recite a piece about the fall of Troy and marvels that the player is able to give a moving speech for people he has never met. Hamlet, on the other hand, is unable to speak to anyone about his father’s murder and cannot muster the conviction to follow through with his revenge.

In the world of theater, it is from this scene that Shakespeare’s inside-jokes for actors are often quoted. Hamlet is a very bossy director, going on for lines and lines about how he wants the players to perform this play exactly as it is written (no going out of the script for laughs), to perform subtly and not overact, to speak clearly and loudly, and to be as natural as possible. Do you think Hamlet is saying these lines, or is Shakespeare?

The play-within-a-play has been re-imagined in hundreds of ways in various productions of Hamlet. In the text, a king and queen speak to each other with many professions of love; the queen argues that, should her husband ever die, she would be as bad as his killer to marry again ("The lady doth protest too much, methinks," Gertrude comments). The king reclines for a nap and is poisoned by a relative of his who takes the crown and the kingdom. Hamlet uses the play to observe his uncle’s reaction. Watch how he does so in our production. Do you think the play-within-a-play is used effectively?




Out of a scale of one to ten (ten being something that you completely agree with) put a number next to each of the following statements. Be prepared to defend your position. 

1. It is important to have a good relationship with our parents.

2. We owe a debt to our parents.

3. Adultery is wrong.

4. There is an afterlife.

5. Ghosts are real.

6. Revenge is appropriate.
7. Suicide is wrong.
8. Murder is wrong.
9. The term insanity is clearly defined.

10. It is important to think long and hard before you take action. 

