Study questions on Hamlet, Shakespeare

Answer all questions with textual evidence and line numbers.

1. First of all, note that originally, Hamlet was not divided into acts and scenes; it was performed without interruptions. These divisions came only later, when the play appeared in printed form. Give a title to each act and scene: you will see that each corresponds to a moment / event (act) and a place (scene):
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Act 1 scene 1

Change of the guards

2. As you will have understood, the only way to find out where the action takes place is through the dialogue. The stage directions are minimal. Find the expressions, in lines 1-20, which show the time of day, the weather and the place. N.B. Remember that the first audiences who saw the play were at the Globe theatre, in London, at 2 pm.

3. How does Shakespeare establish a mood of fear and anxiety? Don’t forget to also examine the rhythm and the punctuation.

4. Horatio is a scholar who has been invited to join the watch. How do we know from the language that Horatio is a scholar? What does it mean about his personality and his attitude to the ghost? 

Apparitions of the ghost

5. What image of King Claudius does Marcellus give in lines 70-79?

6. Although it is set in the Dark Ages, what in this scene identifies Hamlet’s Denmark as a Christian country?

7. What do we learn about young Fortinbras? What language is used to characterise his personality?

8. In what way is King Hamlet portrayed? Comment on the language used. What is the effect of having him described in this way?

9. Identify and explain the metaphors in lines 112-125.

10. Make a list of the ill omens preceding Julius Caesar’s murder. What does this passage show about the beliefs of the time?

11. In lines 131-139, what three reasons does Horatio give for the ghost’s presence? Note that these elements are conventional for ghost apparitions in drama at the time. 
12. How is the ghost’s ambiguous nature shown? N.B. This ambiguity (referred to by Hamlet later on “a spirit of health or a goblin damned” 1.4.40 is recurrent in the play and may explain the fact that Hamlet delays his revenge. Hamlet is given double messages and he has to fathom what to do.

13. Identify and explain the meaning of the metaphors in lines 151-156.

14. What does “that season … / Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated” (159-60) correspond to? How does this contribute to the change of mood at the end of the scene?

15. At the end of the scene how can we tell is it dawn? What can you say of the metaphor used?

Act 1 scene 2
The king deals with court business

1. What four items does Claudius deal with in his first appearance (lines 1-128)? Give line numbers to the four sections.

2. From his opening words to the assembled court, it is clear that Claudius’ speech is rehearsed, although it strives to appear relaxed. He introduces the theme of appearance and reality. Examine the link words in the first two sentences (1-16). What do they suggest?

3. What can you say about the overall rhythm? 

4. What is the effect of the liberal use of the royal we?

5. What does he mean by lines 5-7?

6. List the references to sadness in lines 1-16. What are they almost consistently associated to? Comment on the effect of this.

7. Find the phrases which you would identify as hollow, hypocritical.

8. In what ways does this scene contrast dramatically with the previous one?

9. Note that at the time, a man marrying his dead brother’s wife would have been considered as incestuous and unlawful, as it is an union forbidden by the Old Testament (Lev XVIII). How does he manage to pass over this subject effortlessly?

10. In the second part of his speech, Claudius deals with foreign business. What sort of leader does he appear to be?

11. Can you spot the parallel situation between Norway and Denmark?

12. How would you qualify his language when addressing Laertes? 

13. How would you qualify Laertes’ language to Claudius? How is he rewarded?

The king deals with Hamlet

14. Do you think that it is significant that Claudius deals with three items of business before he comes to Hamlet’s behaviour? Why?

15. Contrast the rhythm of Hamlet’s lines with that of Claudius’.

16. How does Claudius immediately establish a hierarchy between them?

17. Find the double meanings (puns) of Hamlet’s answers lines 65 and 67.

18. Note all the terms which belong to theatrical language in Hamlet’s lines. Why this semantic field and what theme does it underline?

19. Note all the references to dark in lines 66-86. What do they reflect?

20. How does Claudius criticise Hamlet in lines 86-115?

21. In lines 106-117, although Claudius tries to bring Hamlet closer, how does he manage, through his language, to alienate Hamlet further?

22. Identify the irony in the king’s last lines.

23. With what action does this part of the scene end?

Hamlet’s soliloquy (1) “too too sullied flesh”
24. Establish the structure of Hamlet’s first soliloquy (a technique which allows the audience to share the feelings Hamlet cannot voice in public). Give titles to each part.

25. What can you say about the rhythm of lines 129-137? What does it show about Hamlet’s state of mind?

26. Explain what he wants in lines 129-132. What metaphor does he use?

27. What metaphor does he use to describe the world?

28. In lines 139-149, in what terms does he describe his father? His mother? Claudius?

29. How is Hamlet’s disgust shown from line 146? Pay attention to language, rhythm and sounds.

Hamlet’s discussion with Horatio

30. In this exchange, where do you see Hamlet’s bitterness emerge?

31. Why do you think the ghost would have appeared in full armour?

32. What does this apparition seem to prove to Hamlet? What does he intend to do?

Act 1 scene 3

Laertes warns Ophelia

1. What tone does Laertes use when addressing his sister in line 1-4?

2. Explain the 4 metaphors used by Laertes to express Hamlet’s supposed unreliability in lines 5-9.

3. How many arguments does Laertes put forward to convince his sister? Summarise each one.

4. Find the semantic fields present in lines 11-44.

5. What metaphor does Ophelia use to respond to her brother? What does her response show about her personality? Compare with lines 85-6.
Polonius gives his son advice on how to behave

6. What do lines 53-4 show about Laertes’ feelings for his father?
7. In his speech, Polonius gives his son a few precepts to follow. Identify the semantic field of outward appearance.

8. Now find references to honesty. Note that the theme of outward appearance vs. inner reality is a pervading theme in the text which touches every character.

Polonius warns Ophelia

9. What are the various meaning of “tender” in lines 99, 103, 106, 107 and 109? What does it say about Polonius’ character?

10. What terms does Polonius use to refer to his daughter? What tone does he use?

11. Find the vocabulary referring to virtue/chastity. N.B. This appears to be a male obsession in the play. Hamlet has referred to it concerning his mother’s overhasty remarriage, and Laertes is also afraid his sister might lose it. 

12. Find and explain the metaphors used by Polonius in lines 115-135.

13. Which parts can be seen as humorous?

Act 1 scene 4
Hamlet and his companions hear celebratory sounds coming from the hall in the castle
1. Once again, remember that everything is in the dialogue. What expressions indicate the time of day, the weather, and the mood?

2. What is happening in the background while Hamlet is on the ramparts?

3. What is Hamlet’s attitude towards the king’s occupation and behaviour lines 8-38? How is this corroborated by the sounds in his language?

4. Note how until now the settings have been very separate. In this scene inside and outside the castle are blended. Think of what has been associated to both settings and how this could bear on the meaning of the play.

5. In lines 23-38, Hamlet talks about one man being compromised by one single tragic weakness: “the stamp of one defect.” In some of his plays, Shakespeare shows the destructive effect of such a character defect. Macbeth is destroyed by ambition, Othello by jealousy, Coriolanus by pride. What do you think Hamlet’s defect could be? Do you think he fits that mould?

The ghost appears and beckons Hamlet to follow him

6. In lines 39-56, how (using what stylistic technique) does Hamlet express his uncertainty about the ghost?

7. Where does the theme of sin and salvation appear in these lines?

8. Comment on the technique used in lines 47-51. What is its effect?

9. Look at lines 64-78. What danger does the ghost seem to represent?

10. What do lines 64-65 mean? Are they ironic in any way?

11. The Nemean lion line 83 is a supposedly invulnerable beast strangled by Hercules as the first of his 12 labours. Contrast with 1.2.153. What has changed?

Act 1 scene 5
Dialogue between the Ghost and Hamlet

1. Why are lines 9-22 particularly effective? 

2. N.B. According to Roman Catholic belief, purgatory is the place where unconfessed sinners experience indescribable remorse as their sins are purged away before they can see God in heaven. However, the majority of Shakespeare’s audiences were Protestants. How would they have regarded the ghost? 
3. Note down the expressions which show how horrified the Ghost is at not having a chance to settle his account with God before dying.
4. The ghost gives Hamlet a complicated double message. Identify the contradictions.

5. Had Gertrude been unfaithful while her husband was still alive? Had Hamlet earlier suspected that Claudius had killed his father? 

6. Hamlet’s reaction already shows that he will delay. Find the lines which show this.
Hamlet’s short soliloquy 92-112

7. What 3 possible meanings can the expression “this distracted globe” in line 97 have? 

8. Comment on the use of the word “commandment” in line 102.

9. Comment on the use of metaphors in this soliloquy.

10. Which image in particular relates to the theme of deceptive appearances?
Hamlet accepts the Ghost’s instruction and vows his friends to secrecy

11. In the first exchange between Hamlet and Horatio, which line could be humorous?

12. How do we see that Horatio is puzzled by Hamlet’s words? How do literary techniques enhance this?

13. How does Hamlet speak to the Ghost in this last part of the scene? What is the effect of this?

14. What expressions not only refer to the action in the play, but also to the fact that there are actors on stage? What theme does this highlight?

15. In what line does Hamlet warn the others that he is going to pretend to be mad? What two themes does he underline at this point? 
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