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CLIMAX: The climax of Hamlet is a subject of debate. Some say it occurs when 

Hamlet kills Claudius, others when Hamlet hesitates to kill Claudius while Claudius is 

praying, others when Hamlet kills Polonius, and still others when Hamlet vows to 

focus on revenge at the end of Act 4. 
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RELATED LITERARY WORKS: Hamlet falls into the tradition of revenge tragedy, in 

which the central character’s quest for revenge usually results in general tragedy. This 

tradition existed from Roman times (the Roman playwright Seneca was well known 

for writing revenge tragedies). The most famous revenge tragedy of Shakespeare’s 

day before Hamlet was Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy and some believe that 

Kyd wrote an earlier play of Hamlet, now lost, which scholars call the Ur-Hamlet. 

The story of Hamlet is based on a Danish revenge story first recorded by Saxo 

Grammaticus in the 1100s. In these stories, a Danish prince fakes madness in order to 

take revenge on his uncle, who had killed the prince’s father and married his mother. 

But Shakespeare modified this rather straightforward story and filled it with dread and 

uncertainty—Hamlet doesn’t just feign madness; he seems at times to actually be 

crazy. 

RELATED HISTORICAL EVENTS: Hamlet is in many ways a product of the 

Reformation, in which Protestants broke away from the until-then dominant Catholic 

Church, as well as the skeptical humanism of late Renaissance Northern Europe, 

which held that there were limits on human knowledge. Hamlet’s constant anxiety 

about the difference between appearance and reality, as well as his concerns about and 

difficulties with religion (the sinfulness of suicide, the unfairness that killing a 

murderer while the murderer is praying would result in sending the murder to heaven) 

can be seen as directly emerging from the breaks in religion and thought brought on 

by the Reformation and Renaissance humanist thought. 

 

Characters 

HAMLET — The prince of Denmark, son of GERTRUDE, nephew of CLAUDIUS, and 

heir to the throne. Hamlet is a deep thinker, focusing on impossible to answer 

questions about religion, death, truth, reality, and the motivations of others. He even 

obsessively contemplates the fact that he obsessively contemplates. He 

loves OPHELIA and his mother, but his mother’s marriage to Claudius makes him 

mistrust and even hate all women. He detests all forms of deception, yet plots and 

pretends to be insane. At times he even seems to be insane. Despite his obsessive 

thinking, he can act impulsively, as when he kills POLONIUS. Hamlet is an enigma, a 

man so complex even he doesn’t completely know himself. In other words, he seems 

like a real person—which has made Hamlet the most well-known character in English 

literature. 

CLAUDIUS — HAMLET’s uncle, and GERTRUDE’s second husband. Power-hungry 

and lustful, Claudius murders his brother in order to take the throne of Denmark and 



marry his wife. Claudius is a great talker and schemer. He easily charms the royal 

court into accepting his hasty marriage to his brother’s widow, and comes up with plot 

after plot to protect his ill-gained power. He is the consummate politician, yet his hold 

on power is always slightly tenuous. At various times he does show guilt for killing 

his brother, and his love of Gertrude seems genuine. 

GERTRUDE — HAMLET’s mother. After Hamlet’s father dies, Gertrude quickly 

marries Hamlet’s uncle, CLAUDIUS. Though she is a good woman and loving mother, 

she is weak-willed and unable to control her personal passions. Whether because of 

lust, love, or a desire to maintain her status as queen, she marries CLAUDIUS, though 

this is clearly a breach of proper morals. Though some critics have argued that 

Gertrude might have been involved in Claudius’s plot to kill Old Hamlet, evidence in 

the text suggests that she is unaware of and uninvolved in the plot. 

POLONIUS — The Lord Chamberlain of Denmark, and the father 

of LAERTES andOPHELIA, whom he loves deeply and wishes to protect, even to the 

point of spying on them. Polonius is pompous and long-winded, and has a propensity 

to scheme, but without HAMLET’s or CLAUDIUS’s skill. He is very aware of his 

position and role, and is always careful to try to be on the good side of power. 

LAERTES — POLONIUS’s son and OPHELIA’s brother. Laertes is hotheaded and 

passionate, and loves his family deeply. As a man prone to action rather than thought 

who also seeks to revenge the death of his father, he serves as a “double” to HAMLET, 

providing numerous points of comparison. 

OPHELIA — POLONIUS’s daughter, LAERTES’s sister, and HAMLET’s love. As a 

woman, Ophelia must obey the men around her and is forced by her father first to stop 

speaking to Hamlet and then to help spy on him. Ophelia’s loyalty to her father and 

resulting estrangement from Hamlet ultimately causes her to lose her mind. Though 

Laertes and FORTINBRAS are the characters usually seen as Hamlet’s “doubles,” 

Ophelia functions as a kind of female double of Hamlet—mirroring Hamlet’s half-

madness with her own full-blown insanity, and takes his obsession with suicide a step 

further and actually commits it. 

HORATIO — A university friend of HAMLET’s at Wittenberg, Horatio becomes 

Hamlet’s confidante in his effort to take revenge against CLAUDIUS. Hamlet values 

Horatio’s self-restraint: Horatio is the character in Hamlet least moved by passion. 

THE GHOST — The spirit that claims to be HAMLET’s dead father, forced to endure 

the fires of Purgatory because he was murdered by CLAUDIUS in his sleep without 

being able to ask forgiveness for his sins. The Ghost orders Hamlet to get revenge 

against Claudius, but spare GERTRUDE. Evidence in the play suggests that the Ghost 



really is the spirit of Hamlet’s father, though Hamlet himself wonders at times if the 

Ghost might be a demon in disguise. 

FORTINBRAS — A prince of Norway, whose father, Old Fortinbras, died in battle 

with Old Hamlet and lost lands to Denmark. Fortinbras seeks to revenge his father’s 

death and retake the lost lands. As another son seeking revenge for his father, 

Fortinbras offers another “double” of HAMLET. 

ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDENSTERN — Friends of HAMLET’s from Wittenberg who 

helpCLAUDIUS and GERTRUDE try and figure out the source of Hamlet’s melancholy. 

Hamlet sees that the two are, essentially, spying on him, and turns on them. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern aren’t the smartest fellows, but they do seem to mean 

well, and the announcement of their deaths at the end of the play helps to drive home 

the absurd and bloody lengths to which vengeance can extend once it is unleashed. 

OSRIC — A foppish nobleman who flatters everyone more powerful than him and 

speaks in very flowery language. 

FIRST PLAYER — The leader of the troupe of actors who come to Elsinore. 

GRAVEDIGGERS — Two commoners employed to dig the graves in the local 

churchyard. 

MARCELLUS — A guardsman of Elsinore. 

BARNARDO — A guardsman of Elsinore. 

FRANCISCO — A guardsman of Elsinore. 

VOLTEMAND — A Danish ambassador to Norway. 

CORNELIUS — A Danish ambassador to Norway. 

REYNALDO — A servant of POLONIUS. 

YORICK — A jester at Elsinore in HAMLET’s youth. 

CAPTAIN — An officer in Fortinbras’s army. 

Themes 

Action and Inaction 

Hamlet fits in a literary tradition called the revenge play, in which a man must 

take revenge against those who have in some way wronged him. Yet Hamlet turns the 

revenge play on its head in an ingenious way: HAMLET, the man seeking revenge, 

can’t actually bring himself to take revenge. For reason after reason, some clear to the 



audience, some not, he delays. Hamlet’s delay has been a subject of debate from the 

day the play was first performed, and he is often held up as an example of the classic 

“indecisive” person, who thinks too much and acts too little. But Hamlet is more 

complicated and interesting than such simplistic analysis would indicate. Because 

while it’s true that Hamlet fails to act while many other people do act, it’s not as if the 

actions of the other characters in the play work out. CLAUDIUS’S plots 

backfire, GERTRUDE marries her husband’s murderer and dies for it, LAERTES is 

manipulated and killed by his own treachery, and on, and on, and on. In the 

end, Hamlet does not provide a conclusion about the merits of action versus inaction. 

Instead, the play makes the deeply cynical suggestion that there is only one result 

of both action and inaction—death. 

 Appearance vs. Reality 

In Act 1, scene 2 of Hamlet, GERTRUDE asks why HAMLET is still in 

mourning two months after his father died: “Why seems it so particular with thee?” 

Hamlet responds: “Seems, madam? Nay, it is, I know not ‘seems.’” (1.2.75-76). The 

difference between “seems” (appearance) and “is” (reality) is crucial in Hamlet. Every 

character is constantly trying to figure out what the other characters think, as opposed 

to what those characters are pretending to think. The characters try to figure each 

other out by using deception of their own, such as spying and plotting. 

But Hamlet takes it a step further. He not only investigates other people, he also 

peers into his own soul and asks philosophical and religious questions about life and 

death. Hamlet’s obsession with what’s real has three main effects: 1) he becomes so 

caught up in the search for reality that he ceases to be able to act; 2) in order to prove 

what’s real and what isn’t Hamlet himself must hide his “reality” behind an 

“appearance” of madness; 3) the more closely Hamlet looks, the less real and 

coherent everything seems to be. Many analyses of Hamlet focus only on the first 

effect, Hamlet’s indecisiveness. But the second two effects are just as important. The 

second shows that the relationship between appearance and reality is indistinct. The 

third suggests that the world is founded on fundamental inconsistencies that most 

people overlook, and that it is this failure to recognize inconsistencies that allows 

them to act. Hamlet’s fatal flaw isn’t that he’s wrong to see uncertainty in everything, 

but that he’s right. 

 Women 

There are two important issues regarding women in Hamlet: how HAMLET sees 

women and women’s social position. Hamlet’s view of women is decidedly dark. In 

fact, the few times that Hamlet’s pretend madness seems to veer into actual madness 

occur when he gets furious at women. GERTRUDE’S marriage to CLAUDIUS has 



convinced Hamlet that women are untrustworthy, that their beauty is a cover for 

deceit and sexual desire. For Hamlet, women are living embodiments of appearance’s 

corrupt effort to eclipse reality. 

As for women’s social position, its defining characteristic is powerlessness. 

Gertrude’s quick marriage to Claudius, though immoral, is also her only way to 

maintain her status. OPHELIA has even fewer options. While Hamlet waits to seek 

revenge for his father’s death, Ophelia, as a woman, can’t act—all she can do is wait 

for LAERTES to return and take his revenge. Ophelia’s predicament is symbolic of 

women’s position in general in Hamlet: they are completely dependent on men. 

 Religion, Honor, and Revenge 

Every society is defined by its codes of conduct—its rules about how to act and 

behave. There are many scenes in Hamlet when one person tells another how to 

act: CLAUDIUS lectures HAMLET on the proper show of grief; 

POLONIUS advises LAERTES on practical rules for getting by at university in France; 

Hamlet constantly lectures himself on what he should be doing. In Hamlet, the codes 

of conduct are largely defined by religion and an aristocratic code that demands honor 

and revenge if honor has been soiled. 

But as Hamlet actually begins to pursue revenge against Claudius, he discovers that 

the codes of conduct themselves don’t fit together. Religion actually opposes revenge, 

which would mean that taking revenge could endanger Hamlet’s own soul. In other 

words, Hamlet discovers that the codes of conduct on which society is founded are 

contradictory. In such a world, Hamlet suggests, the reasons for revenge become 

muddy, and the idea of justice confused. 

 Poison, Corruption, Death 

In medieval times people believed that the health of a nation was connected to the 

legitimacy of its king. In Hamlet, Denmark is often described as poisoned, diseased, 

or corrupt under CLAUDIUS’s leadership. As visible in the nervous soldiers on the 

ramparts in the first scene and the commoners outside the castle who Claudius fears 

might rise up in rebellion, even those who don’t know that Claudius murdered Old 

Hamlet sense the corruption of Denmark and are disturbed. It is as if the poison 

Claudius poured into Old Hamlet’s ear has spread through Denmark itself. 

HAMLET also speaks in terms of rot and corruption, describing the world as an 

“unweeded garden” and constantly referring to decomposing bodies. But Hamlet does 

not limit himself to Denmark; he talks about all of life in these disgusting images. In 

fact, Hamlet only seems comfortable with things that are dead: he reveres his father, 

claims to love OPHELIA once she’s dead, and handles YORICK’s skull with tender 



care. No, what disgusts him is life: his mother’s sexuality, women wearing makeup to 

hide their age, worms feeding on a corpse, people lying to get their way. By the end of 

the play, Hamlet argues that death is the one true reality, and he seems to view all of 

life as “appearance” doing everything it can—from seeking power, to lying, to 

committing murder, to engaging in passionate and illegitimate sex—to hide from that 

reality. 

Symbols 

Yorick’s Skull 
Hamlet is not a very symbolic play. In fact, the only object that one can easily 

pick out as a symbol in the play is the skull of Yorick, a former court jester, which 

Hamlet finds with Horatio in the graveyard near Elsinore in Act 5, scene 1. As Hamlet 

picks up the skull and both talks to the deceased Yorick and to Horatio about the 

skull, it becomes clear that the skull represents the inevitability of death. But what is 

perhaps most interesting about the skull as a symbol is that, while in most plays, a 

symbol means one thing to the audience and another to the characters in the novel or 

play, in Hamlet it is Hamlet himself who recognizes and explains the symbolism of 

Yorick’s skull. Even this symbol serves to emphasize Hamlet’s power as a character: 

he is as sophisticated as his audience. 

Ghost of King Hamlet 
The Ghost is a symbol of the consequences of death in the afterlife. 

Flowers 

 In Ophelia’s bouquet, each flower she distributes is a symbol for the ways 

various people have betrayed her. For example, daisies are symbols of unhappiness in 

love. 

Summary 

Prince Hamlet of Denmark is urged by his father’s Ghost to avenge his murder 

at the hands of the dead king’s brother, now King Claudius; to make matters worse, 

Claudius has married the widow, Hamlet’s mother, Queen Gertrude. Denmark is 

under threat of invasion from young Fortinbras, who seeks to regain lands lost to 

Hamlet’s father by Fortinbras’s father. Claudius sends word to the King of Norway 

(Fortinbras’s uncle) to curb Fortinbras’s aggression. In the meantime, Hamlet feigns 

madness with his family and friends, including his beloved, Ophelia, sister to Laertes 

and daughter to Polonius. Both Polonius and Laertes warn Ophelia against Hamlet’s 

amorous advances. Polonius believes Hamlet’s “madness” to be love sickness. Laertes 

is given permission to return to his studies in Paris. 



Claudius directs Gertrude to try to learn the cause of Hamlet’s odd behavior; 

they suspect it is the old king’s death and their own recent marriage. Meantime, 

Claudius and Polonius eavesdrop on Ophelia and Hamlet, who spurns her and appears 

mad. The King reveals to Polonius his plan to send Hamlet to England with 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. 

Hamlet seizes the opportunity presented by a traveling troupe of players to 

expose the King’s guilt with a “play within a play.” Soon after, Hamlet delays killing 

Claudius because the King is at prayer, and Hamlet does not wish to send him to 

heaven instead of hell. When Gertrude meets with Hamlet as Claudius has directed, 

Polonius hides behind the arras in Gertrude’s room to eavesdrop on the conversation. 

Hamlet, suspecting the interloper is Claudius, stabs and kills Polonius. 

When Polonius’s body is discovered, Claudius summons Hamlet and tells him 

he must sail to England for his own safety; Rosencrantz and Guildenstern accompany 

Hamlet, carrying letters to the English, threatening war unless they kill Hamlet. 

Hamlet eventually escapes, returns to Denmark, and is met by Horatio. 

Ophelia has gone insane after Hamlet’s departure and her father’s death. 

Laertes returns and vows to avenge Polonius’s death. Claudius contrives a fencing 

match between Hamlet and Laertes, during which Hamlet is to be injured with a 

poisoned sword tip and poisoned with a drink, thus assuring his death. When news 

arrives that Ophelia has drowned herself, Laertes is grief stricken. Hamlet and Horatio 

happen upon the burial site and funeral cortege; Hamlet tries to fight Laertes but is 

restrained. 

Hamlet tells Horatio that he rewrote the papers carried by Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern, and that the letters now call for their own deaths. Osric invites Hamlet 

to the duel with Laertes; Claudius has supposedly bet on Hamlet to win. Gertrude 

mistakenly drinks from the cup poisoned by Claudius for Hamlet, and dies; Laertes 

wounds Hamlet with the poisoned sword, and then Hamlet wounds Laertes when they 

accidentally exchange swords. When Laertes reveals the conspiracy, Hamlet wounds 

the King and forces the poisoned drink upon him. Laertes and Hamlet reconcile, and 

Laertes dies; Hamlet prevents Horatio from drinking the poison so that he can live to 

tell the truth. Hamlet names as his successor young Fortinbras, who arrives and orders 

Hamlet buried with all dignity. 

Hamlet (Character Analysis) 

The character of Hamlet dominates Shakespeare's tragedy of the same name, 

yet Hamlet at the start of the play is not a commanding figure. Indeed, when we first 

see the Prince, his posture is defensive, Hamlet taking a passive, if resentful, stance 

toward the events that have befallen him. Slow to the conviction that the ghost is his 



dead father and that Claudius is guilty of regicide, Hamlet does not go straight to the 

task at hand. 

Hamlet's delay or procrastination is something about which critics have 

wondered and that the character himself agonizes, his self-reproach reaching an apex 

in Act IV, scene iv, which concludes with the words "O, from this time forth, My 

thoughts be bloody, or be nothing worth!" (lines 65-66). The question remains: Why 

doesn't Hamlet act? 

One response to this question stresses Hamlet as a man of thought and words, 

as opposed to deeds. Shakespeare's Danish prince is one of the most intelligent 

protagonists in tragic drama. Unlike many other Elizabethan revenge tragedy heroes, 

Hamlet is given to philosophy and abstraction. At times, it seems that the play is less 

about Hamlet taking action in the external world, than it is about his grappling with 

the key existential problems of human existence. From this standpoint, Hamlet does 

not act immediately because he is too preoccupied with analyzing his situation and 

himself in the broadest terms imaginable. 

Hamlet is also a melancholy figure, given to depression, who is victimized by a 

cruel fate and compelled to undertake a revenge mission for which he is not prepared. 

Not only are Hamlet's musings about life extensive, they are uniformly dark. Seen in 

this light, Hamlet does not act because he lacks the emotional fortitude to do so, 

depression and courage being difficult to reconcile. 

There are, however, good reasons for Hamlet to avoid acting precipitously. The 

story of Old Hamlet's murder is known to him only through the agency of a ghost, and 

killing the king on the word of an apparition is plainly a problematic (and possibly 

mistaken) act. Claudius explains his exile of Hamlet to England by referring to the 

Prince's popularity among the Danish people. But the Danish people are a fickle lot; 

many of them come to Laertes' cause against the Prince. Killing a king is a weighty 

matter, and many modern critics have argued that, in his particular circumstances, 

Hamlet is wise to defer action. 

In the end, Hamlet does act, defying augury in accepting the challenge to duel 

with Laertes. But the change in Hamlet’s character takes places in scene i of Act V, 

and is expressed in his self-assertion that he is "Hamlet the Dane." It is not in the final 

scene, but in the graveyard scene immediately preceding it that a "new," self-defined 

Hamlet appears on the stage, ready for action however it may be directed by divine 

will or by chance. A complex personality at the play's start, Hamlet is all the more 

fascinating because he undergoes dramatic character development. 

 

 



Claudius (Character Analysis) 

Claudius is the king of Denmark and brother of the dead king, which makes 

him Hamlet's uncle. Claudius has killed his brother to gain the throne and has married 

his brother's wife, Gertrude. Throughout the play, the nature of Claudius's kingship is 

displayed. Because Claudius is shrewd and able, though not always ethical or moral, 

Hamlet describes the contest of intelligence and will between them as that of ''mighty 

opposites'' (V.ii.62). 

Claudius is clearly the source of the rottenness that pervades Denmark. He is a 

clever "monster," who is able to devise plots and plans that conceal his intentions and 

to manipulate others into furthering them. On the other hand, as in the "confession" 

scene of Act III, Claudius has a conscience, realizing full well that his crime "is rank" 

and "smells to heaven" (III.iii). Claudius deserves his fate; killed by the very 

instruments that he (and Laertes) have devised; still, in his remorse and his affection 

toward Gertrude, Claudius is not completely beyond redemption. 

Additionally, Claudius's character provides perhaps the best illustration of the 

theme of appearance versus reality in Hamlet. Initially, Shakespeare depicts Hamlet's 

uncle as the consummate monarch who justifies hisascent to the throne and his 

marriage to Gertrude with confident eloquence and who competently handles 

Fortinbras's threat to Denmark. But as the play progresses, Claudius's villainy 

becomes more apparent, revealing that he is little more than an evil hypocrite. 

Claudius has a number of foreign and domestic problems to contend with. One 

of the first internal problems is to have the country accept him as king. This is handled 

by having the Council support his marriage to Gertrude and his kingship, and 

Claudius refers to their support—that they ''have freely gone / With this affair along" 

(I.ii.15-6)—in his opening remarks as he sits in state. 

The Danish kingdom is threatened from without by young Fortinbras, son of 

the old ruler of Norway, who was killed by Hamlet's father. Old Fortinbras's defeat 

and death resulted in a forfeiture of lands to Denmark; however, young Fortinbras 

wants the lands returned and thinks to take advantage of the upheaval in Denmark, 

occasioned by King Hamlet's death, to mount an attack. Claudius sends ambassadors 

to young Fortinbras's uncle (the brother of that country's dead king and presumably 

the current king of Norway), asking him to restrain his nephew and make him abide 

by the heraldic rules of the conflict between old Fortinbras and old Hamlet. 

The king has noticed that Hamlet has been depressed since his father's funeral 

two months ago, and advises him that it is against heaven, the dead, and nature itself 

to continue immoderate grieving. Claudius names Hamlet as his immediate heir to the 



throne of Denmark and urges him to remain in Denmark as the ''chiefest courtier'' 

(I.ii.117) rather than returning to school in Wittenberg. 

Meanwhile, the ghost appears to Hamlet, who subsequently vows revenge for 

the death of his father. Hamlet however avoids acting on this promise.  

The king sends for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, friends of Hamlet from his 

youth, to try to learn what is troubling him. Claudius also listens to Polonius's claim 

that Hamlet is troubled by lovesickness for Ophelia. He agrees to test this theory by 

observing Hamlet in conversation with Ophelia. Though Polonius continues to be 

convinced of his own view, the king alertly dismisses this view after their concealed 

observation of Hamlet. He says: "Love? his affections do not that way tend" (III.i.162) 

and realizes "There's something in his soul / O'er which his melancholy sits on brood" 

(III.i.164-5). Claudius plans to send Hamlet to England for a change of scene. He even 

agrees to Polonius's suggested intermediate step of having Hamlet talk to the queen 

about his changed demeanor. 

In III.ii, the king witnesses his own crime in a play performed before the royal 

court. When one of the actors pours poison in another actor's ear, the king rises 

enraged, calling for lights, and leaves. Alone in his room, Claudius tries to pray for 

forgiveness for his misdeeds but acknowledges to himself that he is not truly penitent 

because he still enjoys, ''those effects for which I did the murther [murder]: / My 

crown, my own ambition, and my queen" (III.iii.54-55). Fearing for his own safety, 

the king commissions Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to take Hamlet to England as 

soon as possible. However, he does not tell Gertrude that he has given Rosencrantz 

and Guildenstern sealed letters to the English king calling for Hamlet's execution in 

England. 

Concern about public opinion regarding the quick burial of Polonius, the 

removal of Hamlet from the Danish realm, Ophelia's madness, and Laertes's return 

from France, compound the king's problems. However, the king is adept in handling 

Laertes, who initially suspects the king's involvement in the death of Polonius. 

Claudius says very majestically that "divinity doth hedge a king" (IV.v.124) and 

appears unafraid by the menacing manner of Laertes. He directs an angry, amazed, 

and grieving Laertes to let Laertes's wisest followers judge whether the king was 

involved directly or indirectly in Polonius's death. In a gesture of bravado, the king 

says he will give up his kingdom, crown, life, and all to Laertes if the followers 

implicate him in Polonius's death. He further explains to Laertes that no public inquiry 

was possible because the queen loves Hamlet and also because the public regards 

Hamlet so well. When the king and Laertes discover together that Hamlet is returning 

to Denmark, Claudius announces his plan to have Hamlet killed, and Laertes 

expresses his desire to be a part of that plan. As the details are discussed, Claudius 

persuades Laertes to agree to a plan less straightforward than Laertes's desire to "cut 



his [Hamlet's] throat i' the' church" (IV.vii.126). In the end, Claudius is tripped up by 

his own multiple plots against Hamlet; his queen dies by drinking the poisoned wine, 

intended to be a back-up plan to kill Hamlet, and Claudius himself is killed when 

Hamlet wounds him with the poisoned sword. 

Comment on Hamlet's "To Be or Not to Be" Soliloquy 

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 a sleep to say we end 

Shakespeare's Hamlet is one of the most familiar works of Renaissance 

literature. The drama of this play concerns problems as revealed through an individual 

family. The problems of society at large are seen through the eyes, actions and 

thoughts of members of that family. A ruler is holding power, and a great deal of the 

action is related to questions about the nature of that power. The general theme of the 

play deals with a society that is, or has already gone to pieces. 

Another theme of the play is that of revenge. Hamlet must avenge his father's 

death. Revenge is important in Elizabethan thought. From a moral perspective, one 

can see that revenge has a tendency to perpetuate itself. The typical writer at that time 

wondered if people had a right to revenge. If they didn't, then people have no recourse 

to justice. There are certain instances in which revenge is justified in Elizabethan 

thought. Although Hamlet is not a typical revenge character, the plot in which be 

operates is a typical revenge-based one. Vengeance corrupts him. 

One other theme that pervades this play is that of insanity. The play concerns 

many of the basic issues of existence. Shakespeare shows how sin corrupts, how this 

corruption breeds disillusionment, and how this in turn creates a preoccupation with 

death. When one is constantly thinking about death, then life and lore are destroyed. 

One psychotherapist has this to say about Hamlet: "Madness is the means 

Shakespeare used to convey the disillusion and despair that pervades the characters, 

and leads them to rash and self-destructive acts, and to express the dissolution of their 

world. Madness is, moreover, essential to the structure of the play as well as to the 

development of its themes." 

One soliloquy that illustrates these themes and others is found in Act III, Scene 

I, lines 55-89. This is the rather famous "to be or not to be” passage. It is a very 

pessimistic scene, and expresses the tone of the whole play. Madness is indicated in 

the sudden change of passion within a short period of time. It is a scene of passion "at 



a still, white beat, fused into thought." This change is deliberately made in order to 

give the audience an insight into the madness that Hamlet is experiencing. 

His obsession with revenge has corrupted him and left him incapable of 

enjoying life. He constantly thinks about death. The whole soliloquy deals with 

whether or not life is worth living. He is asking whether the outcome of life and the 

enduring of so much pain is really worth it. Those who live long lives actually suffer 

more. Men suffer under oppressors and under those who have power. There is no real 

justice in the world. Even in love one suffers from rejection. Therefore it might be 

better just to kill oneself. 

 Besides being an indication of Hamlet's madness the soliloquy deals with the 

basic issues of existence, one of the stated themes of the play. This is, of course, the 

key existential dilemma. He weighs the goodness and badness of his own life and the 

lives of other men. He seems to conclude that it is not the love of life that keeps 

people from taking their own lives. Rather, it is the fear of death and what might lay 

beyond. As he points out, no traveler has ever returned from the land of the dead and 

it is a place shrouded in mystery and apprehension. 

The reason that men don't take their lives more often could also be due to their 

individual consciences. Perhaps man innately senses that it might be morally wrong, 

or a great sin to God, to kill oneself. It might be better to endure life than to suffer 

punishment for eternity at the hands of an angry God. 

When his thought is centered in this area Hamlet is not concentrating on his 

father's murder or on revenge. He probably would rather ignore it and walk away from 

the whole mess completely. But then he might be walking into a vacuum. He could 

kill his uncle and inherit the throne. But this might not bring satisfaction either. 

Another reason he prefers death to life is that he has been disillusioned, which 

is the next step after corruption. He has been disillusioned with someone he loved 

("The pangs of despised love . . ."). This person was essential to his well-being. Now 

he has no good reason to live except for fear of death and conscience-related reasons. 

In order to go on living, and live a productive life, Hamlet has to solve the 

problem raised in this soliloquy. He is a grief-stricken man, caught in the middle of a 

great number of difficulties and dangers. The only remedy to his problem lies in the 

curing of his mind. Only then will he be able to rise above the many serious problems 

he faces. Renaissance moralists have pointed out that all men have to deal with this 

problem. They criticize him for allowing himself to become "lapsed in time and 

passion" so that he continually lets go "the important acting of a dread command." 

His mind is spoiled with the interests and cowardice of the world. 



Through the problems of this individual, one can see the problems of society as 

a whole. He criticizes himself, not just for his own personal faults, but for those of 

man in general. In Hamlet, one can see how fragile he is.  

Hamlet's struggle, then, is more significant than it would appear to be at first 

glance. He is not asking this question just for himself, but for man in general. Human 

misery and misfortune provides the background over which Hamlet must rise. 

Hamlet's realization of the corruption and decadence of the world leads to this 

soliloquy. His depression is echoed in the lines. The disillusionment found in this 

passage is indicative of the mood of the entire play. It modifies Hamlet's character, 

highlights his indecision, his sense of vanity and disenchantment with society. 

Through Hamlet we can see how "the relation between thought and deed, intent and 

realization is confused in the same way that the norms and institutions which would 

regulate the life of a well-ordered court have been deprived of their original purpose 

and beauty." Hamlet cannot rise above the corrupt society of which he is part. 

This particular soliloquy does show, however, that Hamlet is trying to do just 

that. His philosophizing seems to be a kind of moral compromise. He is showing 

himself and the world that be is above the decadence. He is not satisfied with the 

present, and is trying to rise above it. He does aspire to some sort of moral perfection. 

The struggle itself elevates him. 

 

Study Questions 
 

1. Why does the Ghost of Hamlet’s father appear but not speak to the officers on 

sentinel duty? 

Horatio believes he has offended it by demanding that it speak, and Marcellus 

believes his threat of violence was ill-conceived on a spirit, which is “as the air, 

invulnerable.” Horatio and Marcellus also recall the folk wisdom that the cock’s 

crowing sends spirits to their “confine.” Additionally, in the season just before 

Christmas, the cock crows all night, and “no spirit dare stir abroad . . . So hallowed 

and so gracious is that time.” 

 

2. What do Ghostly apparitions usually portend, according to these witnesses? 

Horatio remembers similar Ghostly appearances were reported shortly before 

Julius Caesar’s fall, and believes the Ghost to be a “precurse of feared events” to 

Denmark. “Or if thou hast uphoarded in thy life / Extorted treasure in the womb of 



earth, / For which, they say, you spirits oft walk in death,” suggests that Horatio 

acknowledges that the apparition may not have any particular relevance to the current 

political situation. 

 

3. What is the content of the dispatches Claudius has sent with Voltemand and 

Cornelius to the King of Norway? 

Claudius wants Norway, uncle to Fortinbras, “to suppress [Fortinbras’] further 

gait herein, in that the levies, / The lists, and full proportions are all made / Out of 

[Norway’s] subject. . . . ” 

 

4. In his soliloquy, what are Hamlet’s reasons for objecting to his mother’s 

remarriage? 

Hamlet feels the marriage was too soon after his father’s death; he can’t see 

how his mother could have so soon forgotten her love and devotion to her husband. 

Furthermore, he feels his uncle is “no more like my father / Than I to Hercules.” He 

believes his mother has violated English canon law, which held that marriage with a 

deceased brother’s widow was incestuous [Hubler, 45]. 

 

5. What advice does Laertes give to Ophelia as he says farewell to her prior to 

his departure for Paris? 

Laertes tells his sister to regard Hamlet’s attentions as trifling, toying, 

temporary diversions of youthful fancy. Also, he reminds her that Hamlet, as heir 

apparent, is subject to the will of Denmark; he may say he loves her now, but if the 

state requires it, he would have to marry otherwise. If in the meantime she loses her 

virtue to him, it will be for nothing. “Be wary then; best safety lies in fear. . . . ” 

 

6. What advice does she give Laertes in return? 

She urges him to take his own advice, and not be like a pastor who instructs his 

flock how to achieve heaven but who “Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads . 

. . ” 

7. What is the thrust of the advice Polonius gives Laertes as his son prepares to 

leave? 



It is wide ranging, but urges moderation, integrity, thrift, and “above all, to 

thine own self be true . . . Thou canst not then be false to any man.” 

8. What does Polonius instruct Ophelia to do regarding Hamlet? 

Polonius says Ophelia is a “baby” to have believed Hamlet’s “tenders of 

affection,” which are “mere implorators [solicitors] . . . [meant] to beguile.” He 

commands her to “Be something scanter of your maiden presence. . . . [nor] slander 

any moment leisure / As to give words or talk with the Lord Hamlet.” 

9. What does the apparition tell Hamlet? 

The Ghost reveals the circumstances of his murder and charges Hamlet to 

avenge his death, but to “Leave [thy mother] to heaven” and to her own conscience. 

 

10. What two-part oath does Hamlet extract from his companions following the 

encounter with the Ghost? 

 Hamlet makes them swear never to tell what they have seen that night, and 

never, “How strange or odd some’er I bear myself (As I perchance hereafter shall 

think meet To put an antic disposition on), / That you, at such times seeing me, never 

shall . . . note / That you know aught of me. . . . ” In other words, he makes them 

swear not to reveal that his madness is merely put on. 

 


