Act III Reading Questions

While you do not have to write the answers to these questions, you must be able to provide an answer if asked. Use the questions and your answers in any way that will help you to understand and appreciate the play.

These questions and the answers you supply DO NOT take the place of your own active reading!!

What Happens?

Scene 1

1. What part does Ophelia play in the plan of Polonius and the King? What is her reaction to the way Hamlet speaks to her?

2. How does Claudius’s opinion of Hamlet’s condition differ from Ophelia’s? To what in Hamlet’s speeches is Claudius sensitive that Ophelia is not?

3. What new move does Polonius suggest?

Scene 2

1. What does Hamlet expect of Horatio? How does the way he speaks to him differ from the manner in which he speaks to everyone else?

2. Describe the dumb show. Describe both Hamlet’s and Claudius’s actions from the beginning of the “play within the play” to its end.

Scene 3

1. What steps does Claudius take to rid himself of Hamlet?

2. Why does Hamlet hesitate to kill Claudius when Claudius is at prayer?

Scene 4

1. Whom does Hamlet think he is stabbing when he strikes through the curtain?

2. What results from Hamlet’s interview with Gertrude?

3. What new part of the King’s plan comes to the surface at the end of the scene?

What Does It Mean?

The Action

1. The plans for several spying scenes were made in Act II. Act III depicts three spying sequences—the King and Polonius on Hamlet and Ophelia, Hamlet and Horatio on the King during the performance of the play, and Polonius on Hamlet and Gertrude. Each of these has a similar motive—to get to the truth. Compare the results of the three sequences, considering which is most central to the movement of Act III and the play as a whole.

2. Act III, Scene 2, is the turning point of the play. From the moment Claudius betrays himself during the performance of the play, Hamlet has no choice but to act swiftly. Defend or attack this statement using evidence from the text.

3. At the beginning of Act III, the King is still in the dark about Hamlet’s reasons for acting as he does, and Hamlet is not yet sure that the King is guilty of the murder. At the turning point of the play, answers to both their uncertainties come simultaneously. What action by the King marks this moment?

Characters

1. What is Hamlet’s estimate of Horatio? Compare his earlier talk with Horatio with that in Act III. Is there any change or development?

2. What is the manner of Hamlet’s relationship with Ophelia? What can you tell about Ophelia from her reactions to Hamlet’s sharp retorts?

3. In Scene 1, Hamlet sinks to the darkest depths of all his black moods. Compare his thoughts about suicide, pro and con, in Scene 1 to his first statements about it in the Act I soliloquy (“O, that this too, too solid flesh…”). How have his feelings changed?

4. What character trait of Polonius brings about his death?

5. What are Gertrude’s feelings when she says, “O Hamlet, thou hast cleft my heart in twain”?

6. What is the result of Claudius’s self-appraisal when at prayer?

Plot 

1. There are several little rehearsals of actions before the major performances, such as Polonius spying on Hamlet and Ophelia as a prelude to the later scene in Gertrude’s room, and Hamlet rehearsing the players for their evening performance as prelude to the court performance. Can Hamlet’s impulse to kill Claudius as he prays be seen as a prelude to his killing Polonius? In each prelude, the concerns of the characters, and the language in which they express these concerns, prevent serious consequences. Explain how the circumstances in the major performances act upon the characters to produce violently different language and dire results.

2. By the introduction of what figure from Act I is the spirit of the act injected into Act III, Scene 4?

Imagery

1. By what means is a sense of both strength and weakness conveyed through Hamlet’s remark:

“And thus the native hue of resolution

  Is sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought.”

2. In Scene 1, what image does Ophelia use to describe Hamlet’s mind when she cries, “Oh, what a noble mind is her o’erthrown”? How does she thus connect her conception of Hamlet to the action in the world around her?

3. Using the action of Scene 2, explain Hamlet’s remark that a play holds a “mirror up to nature.”

