Hamlet


Plot Summary

Because of recent events of treachery (going against the king, betraying the country), vengeful scheming (an evil plan to get revenge), and an upset ghost, Denmark might soon be destroyed. Right after King Hamlet's recent death, the widowed Queen Gertrude quickly remarried Claudius, King Hamlet's own brother. Young Prince Hamlet is really upset by his mother's disloyalty (going against his father) and sulks (pouts) darkly in Elsinore castle. At midnight, the rambling ghost of King Hamlet reveals (shows) to Prince Hamlet what really happened: Claudius fatally (causing death) poisoned the sleeping King Hamlet in order to steal his crown and his queen. The ghost king begs Hamlet to avenge (get revenge for) this awful murder. Prince Hamlet agrees and feigns (pretends) insanity to hide his true plan.[image: image1.png]



King Claudius is bothered by two pests. First, young Fortinbras of Norway has raised his army against Denmark in order to reclaim his father's lost land. Claudius suppresses (puts down, stops) Fortinbras' challenge but allows the angry young Prince to pass peacefully through Denmark on his way to fight Poland. Claudius' second nuisance (pest) is his crazed nephew and stepson, Prince Hamlet. Claudius employs (hires) Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet's former friends, to spy on the mad Prince. Polonius, the King's chief advisor, argues that Hamlet's insanity (craziness) is nothing more than love sickness. Ever watchful of his daughter's innocence, Polonius ordered Ophelia to reject Hamlet's lusty admiration. To prove that this rejection has caused Hamlet's craziness, Polonius puts his daughter in Hamlet's path and hides with King Claudius to spy on their meeting. The Prince's mania appears more sinister (evil) than expected, and Claudius is unconvinced by Polonius' explanation. 

Prince Hamlet hires a group of traveling actors to perform "The Mousetrap" for the royal audience. Because the play closely mirrors (is similar to) the murder of King Hamlet, both Hamlet and his confidant (advisor, person he trusts), Horatio, will study the King's reaction for signs of his guilt. Horrified (shocked) by the performance, King Claudius prays for forgiveness. However, because he still has his crown, his queen, and his ambition (strong goals), his prayers prove insincere (not serious). Hamlet nearly kills the kneeling King, but he decides not to when he remembers that a soul (spirit) killed in the middle of prayer flies directly up to heaven. 

In Queen Gertrude's chamber (room), Hamlet criticizes his mother for her strong disloyalty. Spying behind an arras (curtain), Polonius figures out that Gertrude's danger and cries for help. Hamlet mistakes the spy for King Claudius, and plunges his sword into the curtain. Polonius is slain (killed), and King Claudius sends Hamlet to England as punishment. Aboard the ship, Prince Hamlet receives a treacherous (disloyal) letter from Claudius, which orders the King of England to kill Hamlet. Trying to mess up Claudius' plan, Hamlet forges a new letter, naming the spies Rosencrantz and Guildenstern as those ordered to die. 

Polonius' death and his dishonorable burial drive Ophelia to insanity. She dies later, drowned in a suspected suicide. Laertes, Polonius' son, returns with a mob (group of uncontrollable people) from Paris and demands (requires) retribution (punishment) against Hamlet. Claudius suggests a fencing competition between the Prince and Laertes that is fixed so that Laertes will win: Hamlet's sword will be blunted (dull, not sharp), to protect Laertes, while Laertes' sword will be sharp and poisoned, to kill Hamlet. As planned, Laertes wounds Hamlet with the poisoned sword. In the scuffle (fight), they switch swords, and Hamlet slices Laertes with the poisonous weapon. Both are doomed to die, but the King and Queen die first. Queen Gertrude falls dead from a poisoned chalice (a heavy cup made from metal) meant for Hamlet and, after the fight with Laertes, Hamlet slashes and kills King Claudius with the poisoned sword. With his dying breath, Hamlet supports Fortinbras' appointment as the next King of Denmark. Surrounded by the royal massacre (killing of a bunch of people), Hamlet begs Horatio to tell his tragic story to the world. 

Major Characters

King Claudius: An ambitious (someone with a lot of goals) and deceitful (lying) murderer, Claudius secretly assassinated his brother, King Hamlet, to steal his crown and his queen. While King Hamlet slept in his orchard, Claudius poured a deadly poison in his ear. With Hamlet's death ruled accidental, Claudius took the throne and quickly married Queen Gertrude, his brother's widow (a woman whose husband has died). Aware of young Fortinbras' goal to forcefully retake land lost to Denmark, Claudius calls ambassadors to Norway with a letter instructing the King to stop young Fortinbras' (Prince of Norway) advance. Depressed young Hamlet is a pest and a danger to Claudius. In secret letters written to the English King, Claudius unsuccessfully orders Prince Hamlet's murder. Hamlet sets up 'The Mousetrap' play - a close re-enactment of King Hamlet's murder - to make Claudius feel guilty. The horrified (shocked, upset) King stops the performance and tries to pray for forgiveness. However, because he still has his crown, his queen, and his ambition, the guilty murderer knows that his repentance (sorrow) is not serious. Prince Hamlet nearly kills Claudius as he prays, but stops himself when he realizes that death during prayer sends the confessor's soul directly to heaven. King Claudius creates a plan to kill Hamlet through a rigged fencing competition. The set-up turns into a royal massacre (event where a bunch of people are killed). Claudius dies from his own treachery (disloyalty) when Hamlet slashes him with a poisoned sword.
Queen Gertrude: Within one month of losing her beloved King Hamlet, the widowed Queen Gertrude hastily (quickly) married her dead husband's own brother, Claudius. Gertrude's disloyalty (going against) to King Hamlet and her incestuous lust (loving a member of the family) for Claudius disgusts Prince Hamlet, Gertrude's son, and starts his need for revenge. Hamlet criticizws his mother and tells her she is weak, inconstant, and a liar. Though he criticizes Gertrude, Hamlet decides not to hurt his mother. Her own guilt and heaven's judgment are punishment enough for betraying (going against) her noble husband with his horrible brother. Hamlet tells his mother not to go to bed with Claudius. Queen Gertrude announces that Ophelia has drowned and offers an eerie (creepy) eyewitness account. During the fixed fencing competition, the Queen toasts her son's good fortune. Drinking from Claudius' poisoned chalice (metal cup), she falls to the floor, dead.

Polonius: A distinguished (honorable) lord who acts as the King's chief advisor. Polonius has a habit of making long-winded speeches and his main activity is spying. Father to Laertes and Ophelia, he is concerned about the reputation of his son and the chastity (innocence) of his daughter. Polonius urges his son to leave for Paris, yet he keeps Laertes there with a long list of instructions. The suspicious father even instructs his servant Reynaldo to spy on Laertes in Paris and to report on his son's behavior. Concerning Ophelia, Polonius warns his daughter that her youthful suitor (person who wants to date her) Hamlet is untrustworthy and lustful (cares only about sex). He instructs his daughter to treat Hamlet coldly, to distrust his promises of love, and to avoid his company. Polonius tries to persuade the King that an unsatisfied lust for Ophelia has caused the Prince's madness. He puts his daughter in Hamlet's path and hides with King Claudius to spy on their fixed meeting. When that set-up doesn’t convince him that Prince Hamlet is crazy because he was rejected by his daughter, Polonius decides to spy on a private conversation between mother and son in Queen Gertrude's chamber (room). Polonius hides behind an arras (curtain) and yells when Hamlet's anger endangers the Queen. Thinking the spy is King Claudius, Hamlet plunges his sword through the curtain and kills Polonius. Hamlet hides the lord's body. When the corpse is finally found, it is buried without ceremony, a dishonor that greatly enrages (angers) Laertes. 

Laertes: Son of Polonius and brother to Ophelia. In town for King Claudius' recent coronation (celebration where someone becomes king), Laertes begs leave to return to Paris. Ready to go to France, Laertes advises Ophelia to keep her innocence and to ignore Hamlet's courtship. Polonius delays (postpones) Laertes' leaving with long-winded advice, and he hires a spy to investigate Laertes' reputation in Paris. To seek revenge for Polonius' murder, Laertes rushes back to Denmark with an angry group of supporters. King Claudius calms his vengeance (anger) by arranging a rigged (set up where the winner is already decided; cheating) fencing competition through which the expert swordsman Laertes may murder Hamlet with a poisoned blade. The fixed sport turns into a royal massacre (event where many people are murdered). Both Laertes and Hamlet are mortally (deadly) wounded by the poisoned sword. They make peace with one another and die.

Ophelia: An innocent maiden who is Polonius' daughter and Hamlet's love interest. Acting on her father's strict advice, Ophelia rejects Hamlet's love poems and passionate courtship. Because Prince Hamlet is a lusty youth who is also royalty, Polonius argues that Hamlet's love for Ophelia cannot be sincere (honest, serious). Both Polonius and Laertes, her brother, advise Ophelia to guard her virginity against Hamlet's dishonorable intentions. When Prince Hamlet becomes mad, Polonius guesses that his insanity (craziness) is a love sickness started by Ophelia's rejection. Polonius and Claudius spy on a rigged meeting between the two former (past, previous) sweethearts. Rejecting unchaste women (women who aren’t virgins), Hamlet madly advises Ophelia to become a celibate (someone who promises not to have sex) nun. The upset maiden loses her own sanity when Hamlet murders her father and Polonius is not given a proper court burial. The deranged maiden sings wildly, plays on a lute, and gives out symbolic flowers. Gertrude delivers the shocking news that Ophelia has drowned. Hanging garlands from a willow tree, the demented (crazy) girl fell into the river below. Suicide is suspected, but she is given a Christian burial by a suspicious priest. Hamlet and Laertes both jump into her open grave, upset that she died but ready to fight one another. 

Prince Hamlet: The gloomy (depressed) young Prince who constantly goes back and forth between vengeance (wanting to get revenge) and suicide. At first, Hamlet's melancholy (sadness) is the result of his mother's quick and disloyal marriage to Claudius, his uncle. When young Hamlet learns from his father's ghost that Claudius murdered him, the young Prince promises revenge. He promises to treat his mother cruelly, but to keep from harming her. As part of his revenge plot (plan), Hamlet pretends to have lost his sanity. The mad Prince sets up 'The Mousetrap' play to judge Claudius' guilt. He kills the spy, Polonius, and causes Ophelia to become crazy. Escaping death, Hamlet finds a treacherous (disloyal) letter from Claudius, which orders his execution (death). Forging (fake writing) a new letter, Hamlet orders the King of England to execute Rosencrantz and Guildenstern instead. Plagued by gloominess and self-hatred, Hamlet often contemplates (thinks about) suicide and criticizes himself for delaying his vengeance. Compared to the fiercely active Fortinbras, Hamlet feels like an idle loser. Set-up by Claudius and Laertes, Hamlet is killed in a fencing competition by Laertes' poisoned sword. Before he dies, however, Hamlet slashes Claudius with the same blade and finally kills him.

Horatio: Hamlet's school companion (friend) from Wittenberg. Horatio is a wise scholar and a true friend in whom Prince Hamlet regularly confides (tells everything to). Visiting Denmark for King Hamlet's funeral, Horatio is invited by the Elsinore guards to their nighttime watch. Horatio witnesses the roaming spirit of King Hamlet and informs Prince Hamlet of his father's unsettled soul. During 'The Mousetrap' play, Horatio agrees Hamlet's opinion of Claudius' guilt. Against Horatio's advice, Hamlet participates in the fatal fencing tournament arranged by Claudius. As Hamlet lays dying, Horatio pledges to tell the world of Hamlet's tragic story.

Prince Fortinbras: The hotheaded Prince of Norway who sets out to reclaim his father's land from Denmark. In the past, old King Fortinbras challenged King Hamlet to a battle over disputed (argued) territory, with the mutual agreement (mutual agreement: both sides agree) that the loser's land would be given to the winner. King Hamlet killed Fortinbras and, according to their deal, Denmark took over old Fortinbras' lands. At the beginning of the play, young Fortinbras takes revenge by gathering a group of fighters to challenge Denmark and to take back his father's land. Young Fortinbras' sickly uncle is the new King of Norway. He mistakes Prince Fortinbras' movements on Denmark as honest actions against Poland. Learning of Fortinbras' bad behavior from King Claudius' Danish ambassadors, Norway forces Prince Fortinbras to end all activities against Denmark. Young Fortinbras agrees to peace and Claudius graciously gives Fortinbras' army safe passage through Denmark on its way to fight Poland. Compared with the active and warring Fortinbras, Hamlet feels idle and cowardly. Fortinbras' army returns victorious (a winner) from Poland and passes through Denmark during the royal massacre. Hamlet uses his dying voice to support Fortinbras as the next elected monarch (king) of Denmark. 

Minor Characters
Ghost of King Hamlet: The unsettled spirit of Denmark's late king. The Ghost appears at midnight, stalking the royal grounds in the armor King Hamlet wore during his battles with Fortinbras. The ghost king stays silent until Prince Hamlet urges him to speak. Revealing that Claudius murdered King Hamlet by pouring poison in his ear, the wandering spirit begs young Hamlet to avenge (get revenge for) his father's foul (horrible) murder. The ghost appears again during Hamlet's confrontation with Queen Gertrude. He scolds (gets angry at) Hamlet for delaying his vengeance (revenge). 

Reynaldo: Polonius' servant who is sent to Paris to spy on Laertes. Polonius instructs Reynaldo to make Laertes look like a loose, drunken, quarreling (fighting) youth to see if the Frenchmen will agree with his base character or argue for his better reputation.

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern: Former (past) friends of Prince Hamlet whom King Claudius employs (hires) to spy on Hamlet. Claudius hopes Rosencrantz and Guildenstern will discover the cause of Hamlet's recent madness and despair. Prince Hamlet is suspicious of his false friends. He accuses the dishonest Guildenstern of taking advantage of him. Hamlet compares Rosencrantz to a sponge soaked in the King's favor, which is soon to be sucked dry. When King Claudius orders Hamlet to sail to England, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are sent to go with him. Aboard the ship, Prince Hamlet intercepts (finds) a letter from Claudius, which orders the King of England to kill Hamlet. Spoiling Claudius' treacherous (disloyal) plan, Hamlet forges a new letter (forges a letter: writes a fake letter), naming the spies Rosencrantz and Guildenstern as those who are supposed to. Ambassadors from England arrive in Denmark following the royal massacre (event where many people are killed) with news for Claudius: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. 

Barnardo: Marcellus' partner on guard duty who replaces Francisco at midnight. For two nights in a row, Barnardo and Marcellus have witnessed the wandering spirit. Barnardo recognizes the ghost as the spirit of King Hamlet.

Marcellus: Barnardo's partner on guard-duty who has witnessed the phantom king's nightly roaming. He invites Horatio to the watch, hoping that the scholar will confirm (agree with) their visions and be able to speak with the spirit.

Valtemand and Cornelius: Ambassadors whom Claudius calls to Norway. They deliver a letter to the sickly King of Norway, which reveals young Fortinbras' concealed (secret) actions against Denmark. Upon their return, Valtemand informs Claudius that the King of Norway has agreed to suppress (hold back) his nephew's unapproved challenges. Valtemand reports also that Fortinbras requests peaceful passage through Denmark in order to carry out actions against Poland. 

Osric: The irritating courtier (person who works for the king) who officiates (is the referee) at the doomed fencing tournament. Hamlet can’t stand Osric and tells Horatio that the courtier is a rich and flattering oaf. Claudius sends Osric to invite Hamlet to the duel. He informs the Prince that Claudius has bet a lot of money on his victory over Laertes. Osric judges the hits during the tournament and finally breaks the news that Fortinbras has arrived in Denmark from Poland. 

Two Clowns: Grave-digging peasants (p00r people) who enjoy telling puns and double-talk. The clowns dig Ophelia's grave and guess that her death was a suicide. Hamlet questions them in vain about who was supposed to be buried there. Tossing up unearthed skulls, one gravedigger hands Hamlet the skull of the old court jester, Yorrick.

Players: A troupe (group) of actors that Hamlet admired in the city arrives in Denmark. Pushed out of the theaters by newly popular companies of boy-actors, the troupe is now doing traveling performances. Hamlet hires the players to perform 'The Mousetrap' in front of the royal audience. Copying Claudius' assassination (killing) of King Hamlet, the play shows the murder of Duke Gonzago in Vienna by the villain Lucianus. Like Claudius, the player Lucianus pours poison into the Duke's ear and marries his widow, Baptista. Just as Hamlet planned, the play makes Claudius feel guilty and convinces Hamlet of his uncle's guilt.

Objects/Places

Elsinore Castle: The castle in Denmark where the royal family lives. People are more cautious around Elsinore because of recent threats from Fortinbras. For three nights in a row, the ghost of King Hamlet has been witnessed roaming (wandering) the grounds at midnight. 

Armor, Beaver, Truncheon: The ghost appears in the armor, which King Hamlet wore in his battles with King Fortinbras of Norway. The truncheon, or baton, is a military commander's sign of office. The ghost wears the beaver, or visor, of the helmet raised. 

Sentinel: A soldier standing guard at a gate or passageway. King Hamlet's ghost visits sentinels Barnardo and Marcellus during their midnight watches. A sentinel is the same thing as a guard.
Wittenberg: A city in East Germany. Hamlet and Horatio attend the university there. King Claudius first asks Hamlet to stay with the royal family in Denmark instead of returning to school in Wittenberg. 

Confession: Confession cleanses the soul of sin and grants (gives) the dead spirit access to heaven. Because King Hamlet was murdered, death was unexpected and he lacked (did not have) the opportunity to confess his sins. Because he couldn’t confess, King Hamlet's tormented (bothered) soul is facing consequences in Hell for the mistakes he made while he was alive. Prince Hamlet's goals to slay Claudius are stopped when he finds Claudius in the midst (middle) of prayer. Knowing that Claudius would immediately ascend (rise) into Heaven if killed during confession, Hamlet delays his vengeance (punishment; revenge). 

Hebenon : As shown by the ghost, Claudius assassinated King Hamlet by pouring a vial of toxic (poisonous) hebenon juice in his ear while he slept in his orchard. The poison curdled the victim's blood, covered his body in a rash, and ultimately killed him. 

Arras: A fabric used especially for wall hangings and curtains. Polonius hides behind an arras in Queen Gertrude's chamber (room) to spy on a mother-son confrontation. Noticing the spy behind the curtain and mistaking him for King Claudius, Hamlet plunges (stabs) his sword into the arras and slays (kills) Polonius. 

'The Mousetrap' Play : Hamlet hires a traveling troupe (group) of actors to perform 'The Mousetrap' in front of the royal audience. Copying Claudius' assassination of King Hamlet, the play shows the murder of Duke Gonzago in Vienna by the villain Lucianus. Like Claudius, the player Lucianus pours poison into the Duke's ear and marries his widow, Baptista. Just as Hamlet planned, the play teases Claudius' conscience and convinces Hamlet of his uncle's guilt.

Recorder: A musical instrument that is a tube-like shape and has a whistle mouthpiece, and eight finger holes. Hamlet criticizes his manipulative former friend, Guildenstern, for playing upon him just as a musician plays upon a recorder. 

Flowers: Ophelia gives out symbolic flowers to Claudius, Gertrude, and Laertes. Columbines were associated with marital infidelity (affairs), daisies with faithfulness (honoring you husband/wife and not having an affair), fennel with flattery (compliments), rosemary with remembrance, and rue with repentance (feeling sorry for a mistake that you made).

Chalice: A decorative goblet (large, metal cup). Because Laertes is losing the fixed duel (fight_, Claudius offers Hamlet a poisoned chalice to drink. Instead, Queen Gertrude unknowingly uses the poisoned chalice to toast her son's good fortune. She drinks the poison meant for Hamlet and dies.

Willow tree: In her madness, Ophelia climbs a willow tree (a type of tree where the branches are very long, nearly touching the ground) to hang garlands from its branches. She falls from the tree and drowns in the river below. The willow tree is often associated with weeping (crying) and forsaken love.

Skull: The clowning gravediggers dig up several skulls and toss one to Prince Hamlet. Hamlet fondly recognizes the skull as that of Yorrick, the old court jester. 

Signet: An official seal (like a stamp) that gives personal authority to a document in place of a signature. Hamlet luckily carries his father's royal signet with him on his voyage (trip) to England. He uses it to seal the forged (written by someone else) order of execution (death) for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.

Nunnery: A convent where nuns live. By ordering Ophelia to join a nunnery, Hamlet suggests that she have a lifetime of chastity (virginity). However, 'nunnery' was also used during Elizabethan times as a slang term for brothel (place where prostitutes do business). Hamlet may therefore be advising Ophelia to enter a whorehouse.

Rapier: A fencing sword. During the rigged (fixed) tournament, Claudius and Laertes give Hamlet a dull sword while Laertes' weapon is sharpened and poisoned.

Act 1, Scene 1

The play opens in Denmark as midnight strikes at Elsinore Castle. Horatio, a scholar, and Marcellus, a sentinel (guard), join Barnardo's nighttime watch. From their guard-post, Marcellus and Barnardo have twice witnessed a mysterious phantom (ghost) roaming the royal lands. Marcellus anxiously asks Barnardo whether or not "'the dreaded sight twice seen of us....'" (Act 1, Scene 1, line 23) has again appeared tonight. A skeptical (unsure, suspicious) student, Horatio was invited to the watch for two reasons: to make the guards' ghost story was true and to speak with the apparition (ghost) if it should appear for a third time.

Horatio soon realizes that the ghost is real when it enters in complete armor. The warlike ghost wears its beaver (see Objects and Places; part of the helmet) raised and carries a truncheon (kind of weapon) in its fist. Fear struck, Horatio, Marcellus and Barnardo realize that the armored ghost looks a lot like King Hamlet, who recently died. Horatio speaks to the spirit, but the ghost wanders away in silence.

Now bothered because he saw the ghost of King Hamlet, Horatio warns the guards that "'This bodes some strange eruption to our state.'" (Act 1, Scene 1, line 68). Horatio believes the strange event is a result of recent quarrels (arguments) with young Fortinbras of Norway. In the past, King Fortinbras challenged King Hamlet to a battle over disputed (argued) territory. The two monarchs both agreed that the loser's land would be forfeited (given) to the winner. Hamlet slew (killed) Fortinbras and then took over Fortinbras' lands. Young Fortinbras wants to take back his father's lost land, so he gathered a rabble (group) of fighters to challenge Denmark. Barnardo agrees that the attack that Fortinbras' has planned must be the cause of the disturbance that is happening now. As evidence, he points out that the ghost wears the very armor which King Hamlet wore to defeat old Fortinbras.

The ghost suddenly reappears with spread arms. Horatio begs it to speak while the guards try to stop it while trying to hit it, even though it doesn’t do any good. When the crowing rooster signals the coming of morning, the armored spirit quickly retreats (leaves). Horatio suspects that the phantom king will speak only to young Hamlet. He quickly decides to tell Prince Hamlet of his father's wandering ghost. 

Act 1, Scene 2

Speaking to his assembled council in a meeting, King Claudius mourns (is saddened by) the recent death of King Hamlet, his brother. At the same time, he rejoices in (celebrates) his speedy marriage to Queen Gertrude, his widowed sister-in-law. Claudius sends Valtemand and Cornelius to Norway with a letter instructing the King to suppress (prevent) young Fortinbras' advances against Denmark. Laertes, visiting Denmark for King Claudius' coronation (celebration for when someone becomes king), asks Claudius' permission to return to France. Claudius says yes to Laertes' as a favor to Polonius. Polonius is Claudius’highly-valued advisor and also Laertes' father.

King Claudius calls out to Prince Hamlet, talking to him in a friendly way as both cousin and son. Bitter (angry) that his uncle has married his mother so soon after his real father's death, Hamlet complains darkly, "'A little more than kin and less than kind.'" (Act 1, Scene 2, line 65). King Claudius and Queen Gertrude are perplexed (confused) by Hamlet's gloominess (sadness). In their opinion, Prince Hamlet has mourned sufficiently (been sad enough) for his dead father. They urge him to stop being angry and to stay with them in Denmark, rather than (instead of) returning to school in Wittenberg.

Deeply depressed, Hamlet longs (wishes) for his own death, saying:

"'O that this too too solid flesh would melt, 
Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew.
Or that the Everlasting had not fixed
His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! O God, O God,
How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable
Seem to me all the uses of this world!'" Act 1, Scene 2, lines 129-134
Though saddened by his father's death, the larger cause of Prince Hamlet's misery (sadness) is Queen Gertrude's disloyal marriage to Claudius. Within one month of losing her beloved husband, Queen Gertrude quickly married Claudius, King Hamlet's own brother. Shocked by Gertrude's hypocrisy and unfaithfulness, Hamlet criticizes his mother, saying, "'frailty, thy name is woman!'" (Act 1, Scene 2, line 146).
Horatio, Marcellus, and Barnardo interrupt Hamlet's dark thoughts. Recognizing Horatio as a school friend from Wittenberg, Hamlet asks Horatio why he is in Denmark. Horatio replies that he came for King Hamlet's funeral. The Prince says that he may have come instead for Queen Gertrude's wedding, since the two events occurred consecutively (one right after the other). As Hamlet bitterly adds, "'The funeral baked meats / Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables....'" Act 1, Scene 2, lines 179-180
Telling the events of the previous three nights, Horatio informs Hamlet that the silent, armored ghost of his dead father has been seen roaming the castle grounds. Hamlet decides to join tonight's watch and speak with the unsettled (not calm) spirit himself. Hamlet wants to figure out what is stressing his father out, so he says says, 

"'My father's spirit in arms! All is not well.
I doubt some foul play. Would the night were come.
Till then, sit still, my soul. Foul deeds will rise,
Though all the earth o'erwhelm them, to men's eyes.'" Act 1, Scene 2, lines 254-257

Act 1, Scene 3

Laertes, on his way to Paris, says goodbye to his sister, Ophelia. Offering some brotherly advice, he warns Ophelia to guard her chastity (virginity) against Prince Hamlet's romantic advances. Because Hamlet is royalty, he must marry someone of high rank. Therefore, he cannot be wholly serious in his love for the common (poor)Ophelia. 

Polonius urges his son to leave right away, yet he keeps talking to Laertes, giving him long list of instructions. As the long-winded (going on and on) father advises, "'Give every man thy ear but few thy voice....Neither a borrower nor a lender be....This above all - to thine own self be true....'" (Act 1, Scene 3, lines 68, 75, 78). After Laertes leaves for his ship, Polonius expresses the same concern for Ophelia and warns her that Prince Hamlet is young and lustful (only interested in sex). Polonius instructs his daughter to treat Hamlet coldly, to distrust his vows (promises) of love, and to avoid his company. Obediently (doing what she is supposed to), the virgin Ophelia agrees.

Act 1, Scene 4

In the cold midnight air, Hamlet, Horatio and Marcellus continue their ghost watch. A rowdy (loud) party hosted by the drunken King Claudius is happening in the background. Suddenly, the spirit appears and Hamlet breathlessly prays, "'Angels and ministers of grace defend us!'" (Act 1, Scene 4, line 20). The young Prince begs the ghost to say what bothers his father and keeps him from resting in peace. The ghost asks Prince Hamlet to follow. Hamlet does, even though the fearful Horatio begs him not to go; Marcellus tries to hold him back, but it doesn’t work.
Act 1, Scene 5

King Hamlet's tormented (bothered) spirit tells that a hidden crime of a horrible murder forces him to walk the earth and roast in hell. Tricked by a lie, Denmark believes that a poisonous serpent (snake) stung and killed King Hamlet while he slept in his orchard. However, as the spirit tells Hamlet, "'The serpent that did sting thy father's life / Now wears his crown.'" (Act 1, Scene 5, lines 39-40).  This means that the snake is symbolic of a real person, Claudius.  King Hamlet was actually murdered by his brother Claudius, who poured a vial (container) of poisonous hebenon into the King's ear while he slept. Claudius stole King Hamlet's crown, his queen, and worst of all, his soul's peace. Murdered without the chance for confession (see Objects/Places), King Hamlet died with an unburdened (guilty) conscience. He must now pay for his unpurged (unexcused) earthly sins by roasting in Hell's sulfurous pits. 

The spirit begs Hamlet to avenge (get revenge for) the foul murder, but to leave Queen Gertrude unharmed. 

Gertrude's guilty conscience and Heaven's judgment are punishment enough for her disloyalty. The ghost leaves, telling Hamlet to remember his father's poor murdered spirit. Hamlet decides to think of nothing besides avenging (getting revenge for) King Hamlet's unfair death. The Prince decides to trick everyone by acting like he is crazy so that know one will know what his plans really are. Hamlet instructs Horatio and Marcellus to keep the night's events a secret. The ghost cries out from under the stage, urging them to swear their secrecy. Obeying the spirit's demands, Horatio and Marcellus pledge (promise) upon the cross of Hamlet's sword that they will never speak a word of what they have seen and heard. 

Act 2, Scene 1

Curious about his son's behavior and character, Polonius instructs his servant, Reynaldo, to spy on Laertes. In Paris, Reynaldo will indirectly question Frenchmen about Laertes' behavior. Ophelia rushes to her father's side, frightened by Hamlet's lustful and crazed behavior. She reports that Hamlet, half undressed, barged into her room and grabbed her by the wrist. Polonius thinks that Hamlet has gone mad with lust and because Ophelia doesn’t love him back. Deciding to report Hamlet's lovesick state, Polonius brings Ophelia to see King Claudius.

Act 2, Scene 2
King Claudius has quickly sent for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern and welcomes them to his court. Claudius hopes Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, friends of Prince Hamlet, will discover the cause of Hamlet's recent madness. Polonius enters with two reports: the first report is about Norway; the second report is about Hamlet. The ambassador Valtemand informs Claudius that the King of Norway has agreed to suppress (prevent) his nephew's challenges against Denmark. Taking advantage of his uncle's sickness, the hotheaded (angry) young Fortinbras disguised his actions against Denmark as honest movements against Poland. Upon learning of Fortinbras' true purpose, the King of Norway forced Fortinbras to end all operations (actions) against Claudius and Denmark. Valtemand reports finally that Norway requests peaceful passage (trip) through Denmark in order to reach Poland. King Claudius is greatly pleased.

Polonius continues with his second report about Prince Hamlet's madness. The court advisor offers a long-winded (long) introduction to his report -- ironically on the importance of brevity (being short) -- and Queen Gertrude begs him to discuss "'More matter with less art.'" (Act 2, Scene 2, line 97) Polonius reports that Ophelia's rejection of Hamlet's desire has caused the Prince's insanity. He produces a poetic love letter from [image: image2.wmf]

Hamlet to Ophelia as evidence. To prove his theory further, Polonius suggests that he and the [image: image3.wmf]

King secretly observe a rigged encounter between [image: image4.wmf]

Hamlet and Ophelia. [image: image5.wmf]

King Claudius and Queen Gertrude agree to the set-up.

[image: image6.wmf]

Hamlet enters, strangely attired and listlessly reading "'Words, words, words.'" Act 2, Scene 2, line 192 from a book. Noticing a hint of rationality in Hamlet's babbling, Polonius remarks, "'Though this be madness, yet there is method in't.'" Act 2, Scene 2, lines 203-204 [image: image7.wmf]

Hamlet is surprised and suspicious to meet Rosencrantz and Guildenstern at Elsinore. The Prince's distrust is confirmed when Guildenstern admits that Claudius sent for them. 

Hoping to cheer [image: image8.wmf]

Hamlet up, Guildenstern informs the [image: image9.wmf]

Prince that a troupe of traveling actors has arrived at Elsinore castle to entertain him. [image: image10.wmf]

Hamlet welcomes the players and immediately asks one actor to perform an impassioned monologue on the murder of the Trojan [image: image11.wmf]

King Priam. Greatly affected, a plan for vengeance hatches in Hamlet's mind. The Prince arranges for the troupe to perform a play on the infamous murder of Gonzago the following night. The play will closely mirror the murder of [image: image12.wmf]

King [image: image13.wmf]

Hamlet and will include a speech written by [image: image14.wmf]

Hamlet himself. The [image: image15.wmf]

Prince expects that Claudius' reaction to the treacherous and too-familiar sketch will proclaim his guilt. As [image: image16.wmf]

Hamlet plots, "'The play's the thing / Wherein I'll catch the conscience of the [image: image17.wmf]

King.'" Act 2, Scene 2, lines 581-582
Topic Tracking: Spying 3
Topic Tracking: Suicide 3
Topic Tracking: Disease 3
Act 3, Scene 1

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern admit to King Claudius that they have failed to detect the cause of Hamlet's madness. They extend Hamlet's invitation to Claudius and Gertrude for the evening's performance. The royal couple is relieved to see [image: image18.wmf]

Hamlet occupied with a happier pastime.
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Polonius intends to prove that an unsatisfied lust for Ophelia is the cause of Prince Hamlet's madness. He plants his daughter in Hamlet's path and hides with King Claudius to spy on their rigged encounter.

[image: image28.wmf]

Hamlet enters, pondering suicidal thoughts of life's troubles and death's uncertainties.

"'To be, or not to be; that is the question: 
Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,
And, by opposing, end them. To die, to sleep - 
No more, and by [image: image29.wmf]

sleep to say we end
The heartache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to - 'tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wished. To die, to [image: image30.wmf]

sleep.
To [image: image31.wmf]

sleep, perchance to dream. Ay, there's the rub,
For in that [image: image32.wmf]

sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil
Must give us pause.'" Act 3, Scene 1, lines 58-70
Surprised by the unexpected sight of Ophelia, Hamlet launches into a brutal condemnation of marriage. Denouncing unchaste women and foolish husbands, [image: image33.wmf]

Hamlet madly advises Ophelia to become a celibate nun, shouting, "'Get thee to a nunnery. Why wouldst thou be a breeder of sinners?'" Act 3, Scene 1, lines 122-123
Ophelia laments that her dear Prince [image: image34.wmf]

Hamlet has transformed into a crazed brute. King Claudius suspects that some deep-rooted distress is the cause of Hamlet's mad behavior, and not his unrequited love for Ophelia. Using the excuse that some delayed tribute must be collected, Claudius decides to send the crazed Prince on a restorative sea journey to England. Polonius persists in believing that Ophelia's rejection caused the Prince to crack. He suggests to King Claudius that Queen Gertrude speak to her son about the matter in private.

Topic Tracking: Spying 4
Act 3, Scene 2

[image: image35.wmf]

Hamlet warns the players not to overdo their upcoming [image: image36.wmf]

performance. The Prince commends Horatio for his honesty and asks him to closely watch King Claudius during the play. If Claudius appears uncomfortable during the murder scene, [image: image37.wmf]

Hamlet and Horatio will both know that the Ghost was truthful and that Claudius is guilty. The royal audience enters and [image: image38.wmf]

Hamlet resumes his insanity. 
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The play, entitled "The Mousetrap", depicts the murder of Duke Gonzago in Vienna. A villain named Lucianus pours poison into Gonzago's ear and woos his widowed duchess, Baptista. Horrified, King Claudius abruptly interrupts the performance and hastily departs. Horatio and [image: image48.wmf]

Hamlet are convinced of Claudius' guilt in the murder of King [image: image49.wmf]

Hamlet. 

Guildenstern tells [image: image50.wmf]

Hamlet that King Claudius is greatly agitated and that Queen Gertrude wishes to speak with him privately. A musician enters with a recorder. Continuing with his insanity act, [image: image51.wmf]

Hamlet chastises his false friend Guildenstern for "playing" him as he would an instrument.

"'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, you would sound me from my lowest note to the top of my compass; and there is much music, excellent voice in this little organ, yet cannot you make it speak. 'Sblood, do you think I am easier to be played on than a pipe? Call me what instrument you will, though you can fret me, you cannot play upon me.'" Act 3, Scene 2, lines 341-354

At Polonius' urging, Hamlet finally agrees to visit his mother. The Prince vows to treat her harshly, but to refrain from harming her, saying, "'Let me be cruel, not unnatural. / I will speak daggers to her, but use none.'" Act 3, Scene 2, lines 365-366 

Topic Tracking: Spying 5
Topic Tracking: Disease 4
Act 3, Scene 3

Claiming that Hamlet's lunacy is a hazard to the state and his reign, King Claudius orders Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to escort Hamlet on the voyage to England. Polonius reports that he will spy on Hamlet's visit to Queen Gertrude by stowing himself behind an arras (curtain) in her bedroom.
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Tormented by his guilty conscience, [image: image61.wmf]

King Claudius attempts to pray for forgiveness. However, because he still possesses the fruits of his crime - namely his crown, his queen, and his ambition - he knows that his repentance is inadequate. Claudius laments, "'My words fly up, my thoughts remain below. / Words without thoughts never to heaven go.'" Act 3, Scene 3, lines 97-98
As the guilty [image: image62.wmf]

King kneels in prayer, [image: image63.wmf]

Hamlet silently draws his sword for revenge. Halting, [image: image64.wmf]

Hamlet realizes that killing Claudius in the midst of confession would send the unburdened [image: image65.wmf]

King straight to heaven. Revenge will come later for [image: image66.wmf]

Hamlet, when [image: image67.wmf]

King Claudius is engaged in some vile or lustful act, and is thus wholly accountable for his sins. 

Topic Tracking: Spying 6
Topic Tracking: Suicide 4
Topic Tracking: Disease 5
Act 3, Scene 4

Hamlet visits Queen Gertrude's chamber and frightens her with sharp criticisms. Overhearing the argument from behind an arras (curtain), the spy Polonius worries for Gertrude's safety and calls out for help. Mistaking the concealed spy for King Claudius, [image: image68.wmf]

Hamlet thrusts his sword through the arras and kills Polonius. [image: image69.wmf]

Hamlet continues to chastise his shameful mother for marrying her beloved husband's foul brother. The ghost suddenly appears to [image: image70.wmf]

Hamlet, dressed in a nightgown. 

[image: image71.png]


The phantom king reprimands Hamlet for slackening in his revenge. Queen Gertrude is horrified by Hamlet's mad behavior; because the Ghost is invisible to her, Gertrude believes [image: image72.wmf]

Hamlet is conversing with the air. [image: image73.wmf]

Hamlet instructs his mother to abstain from his uncle's incestuous bed. He discloses his actual sanity to his mother, and Gertrude vows to keep Hamlet's crafty madness a secret from Claudius. Aware of orders shipping him to England, Prince [image: image74.wmf]

Hamlet senses a trap. He vows to distrust Rosencrantz and Guildenstern as he would distrust fanged snakes. The keen Prince lugs the body of Polonius into a neighboring room and bids his shaken mother goodnight.

Topic Tracking: Disease 6
Act 4, Scene 1-2

Queen Gertrude informs King Claudius that Hamlet has killed Polonius in a fit of madness. Claudius resolves to ship Hamlet to England immediately. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are sent to lay Polonius' corpse in the chapel. They question Hamlet about the body's whereabouts, but Hamlet answers only in riddles and insults. The Prince compares the traitorous Rosencrantz to a sponge. Laden temporarily with the King's favor, Rosencrantz will soon be squeezed, used up, and left dry.

Act 4, Scene 3

Because Hamlet is a popular Prince, Claudius cannot punish him too severely in Denmark for murdering Polonius. Sending Hamlet to England seems the only remedy to Claudius' desperate situation. Teasing the King with riddles, Hamlet vaguely reveals the location of Polonius' hidden corpse. Claudius orders Guildenstern to prepare Hamlet immediately for a speedy departure. England has recently fallen under Denmark's command and must pay tribute to King Claudius. In secret letters written to the English King, Claudius instructs England to murder Hamlet upon his arrival.

Topic Tracking: Disease 7
Act 4, Scene 4

According to their prior arrangement, young Fortinbras' army peacefully passes through Denmark on its way to fight Poland. Hamlet criticizes himself for his inaction. Compared to Fortinbras, who takes action readily against Poland for a trivial piece of land, Hamlet feels like an idle coward. Hamlet vows to think of nothing but avenging his father's murder, saying, "'O, from this time forth / My thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth!'" Act 4, Scene 4, lines 95-96.

Act 4, Scene 5

Polonius has been quickly buried without proper ceremony. His sudden death by Hamlet's sword has fractured Ophelia's sanity. The deranged maiden enters, singing wildly and playing on a lute. Laertes returns in a rage from Paris. He charges the castle with a mob of supporters, intending to overthrow the King and avenge his father's murder. In her lunacy, Ophelia passes symbolic flowers to the King, Queen, and her brother. King Claudius urges Laertes to calm himself. Once he hears the truth about Polonius' murder, Laertes will see that King Claudius is innocent.
Act 4, Scene 6

Horatio receives a letter from Hamlet. The Prince writes that he has been taken prisoner aboard a pirate ship. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern remain on Hamlet's original ship, bound for England. Horatio is instructed to deliver several enclosed letters to King Claudius and to rush immediately to Hamlet's side.
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Act 4, Scene 7
Laertes learns that [image: image84.wmf]

Hamlet, not King Claudius, is responsible for Polonius' death. The vengeful son demands to know why [image: image85.wmf]

Hamlet was not executed for committing the murder. Claudius argues that he could not impose the death penalty because the Queen and the country dearly love Prince [image: image86.wmf]

Hamlet. Receiving Hamlet's letters, Claudius and Laertes learn that [image: image87.wmf]

the Prince will return to Elsinore the following day. King Claudius concocts a plan that will rid him of his vexing nephew. At the same time, the scheme will also afford Laertes a chance to avenge Polonius' murder. Knowing that Laertes is a famed swordsman, Claudius will arrange a fencing competition between [image: image88.wmf]

Hamlet and Laertes. Hamlet's rapier will be blunted, to protect Laertes, while Laertes' sword will be sharpened and poisoned, to slay [image: image89.wmf]

Hamlet. Because the Prince's death will appear accidental, Queen Gertrude and Denmark will never suspect the murder. Claudius even proposes a backup plan. If the rigged duel seems likely to fail, Claudius will urge [image: image90.wmf]

Hamlet to drink from a poisoned chalice for refreshment. 

Queen Gertrude bursts in with the heavy news that Ophelia has drowned. Climbing on a willow tree to hang garlands from its branches, Ophelia plunged into the rushing brook below. As Gertrude reports, "'Her clothes spread wide, / And mermaid-like a while they bore her up; ....But long it could not be / Till that her garments, heavy with their drink, / Pulled the poor wretch from her melodious lay / To muddy death.'" Act 4, Scene 7, lines 146-154 Everyone weeps, especially Laertes, who has now lost both father and sister.

Act 5, Scene 1

Two bumbling peasant clowns dig Ophelia's grave and speculate on whether her death was an accidental drowning or a suicide. The coroner has ruled the maiden's death an accident and she is therefore afforded a Christian burial. While the gravediggers chatter, Hamlet and Horatio wander into the graveyard. Hamlet picks up an unearthed skull and wonders what sort of character it once belonged to. Hamlet asks the gravediggers who is to be buried, but he receives riddles instead of answers. The first clown digs up the skull of Yorick, the King's old jester. 

Remembering him fondly, Hamlet gazes at the skull and remarks, "'Alas, poor Yorick. I knew him, Horatio - a fellow of infinite jest, of most excellent fancy....'" Act 5, Scene 1, lines 172-173

The funeral procession enters and gathers around the grave. The priest angers Laertes by insinuating that Ophelia's death was a suicide. Hamlet is stunned to learn that the beautiful Ophelia is the corpse intended for burial. Laertes jumps into the open grave to embrace his poor sister one final time. Not to be outdone in his love and grief, Hamlet leaps in after Laertes and starts a fight. King Claudius calms Laertes' rage by reminding him of their scheme; the rigged fencing competition is set and Hamlet will die. 

Act 5, Scene 2

Hamlet tells Horatio of his treacherous sea voyage to England. Waking in the night, Hamlet wandered into the captain's quarters and found a letter written by King Claudius. Hamlet unsealed the letter and discovered it was a commission against his own life. King Claudius had instructed the King of England to have Hamlet beheaded immediately upon reading the order. Acting quickly, Hamlet forged a new letter from Claudius, which instead instructed England to execute the bearers of the letter, namely Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Sealing the forgery with his father's signet, Hamlet placed his handiwork back in the captain's quarters and escaped.
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Hamlet regrets his mistreatment of Laertes and recognizes that Laertes' vengeance against him is similar to his own vengeance against Claudius. The pesky courtier Osric announces that Claudius has arranged a fencing competition between the Prince and the skilled Laertes. Envious of Laertes' skill with a rapier and eager to prove himself, Hamlet agrees to play. Horatio feels uneasy, but the headstrong Prince ignores his doubts.

The competition begins as trumpets, drums, swords, wine, cushions and crowds are gathered onstage. Hamlet apologizes for wronging Laertes in his madness, and Laertes superficially accepts his repentance. As the duel commences, King Claudius toasts Hamlet with wine and secretly prepares the poisoned chalice. Hamlet strikes Laertes with "'A hit, a very palpable hit.'" Act 5, Scene 2, line 223 and Claudius, worried by Hamlet's success, offers him the tainted cup. Hamlet refuses to drink. Instead, Queen Gertrude seizes the chalice and drinks to her son's good fortune. Laertes wounds Hamlet with the poisoned sword. In the scuffle, they exchange rapiers and Hamlet slices Laertes with the venomous weapon. Queen Gertrude falls dead from the poisoned chalice. In the tumult, Laertes confesses to Hamlet that the sword, which wounded them both, was laced with a fatal poison. Seizing the poisoned rapier, Hamlet slashes and kills King Claudius. Laertes and Hamlet exchange forgiveness as Laertes dies. With failing breath, Hamlet pleads with Horatio to tell his story. A far-off march is heard and Hamlet learns that young Fortinbras is marching through Denmark on his return trip from Poland. Because the entire royal line has been massacred, Hamlet uses his dying voice to support Fortinbras as Denmark's next elected monarch. Finally, Hamlet dies. Ambassadors from England arrive at the scene, eager to tell King Claudius that his order of execution has been carried out: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. Disappointing the duped ambassadors, Horatio reveals that the order was forged. The royal corpses are collected and Fortinbras gives Hamlet an honorable soldier's procession. A witness to the entire tragedy, Horatio pledges to tell Hamlet's story to the kingdom and the world.

"'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 the inventors' heads. All this can I
Truly deliver.'" Act 5, Scene 2, lines 323-329
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