Hamlet Study Guide

ACT 1
1. Scene 1 establishes that there is something wrong (rotten) in Denmark; what tells us that things aren’t right?

2. Who is Horatio?  What is he like?  How is he different from Barnardo and Marcellus?  

3. What is your first impression of the court?  What is the first impression of Claudius as king and speaker?

4. Explain the problem with Fortinbras.  How does Claudius deal with it?

5. What business does Laertes raise and how does Claudius deal with it?

6. What is wrong with Hamlet?  What sets him apart?  How is his clothing different?

7. How do Gertrude and Claudius try to deal with Hamlet’s problem?

8. Explain what Hamlet’s first soliloquy tells us about Hamlet in scene 2 lines 129-159.

9. What does Horatio tell Hamlet?  What does Hamlet decide to do?

10. Explain Hamlet’s relationship with Ophelia.  What is Laertes’s attitude toward the two?

11. What advice does Polonius give Laertes?  Is it good? Original?  What does it show us about Polonius?

12. How does Polonius feel about Ophelia’s feelings toward Hamlet?  What are his reasons?  Is he more concerned with himself?  What does he tell Ophelia regarding Hamlet?

13. What is Ophelia like?  How does she respond to Laertes and Polonius?  Does she behave according to her own will?

14. What kind of ghost does Hamlet face?  (2 possibilities)  Why is this important?

15. What does the ghost tell Hamlet?

16. What does Hamlet do?  What is his reaction?

ACT 2

1.  What does Polonius want Reynaldo to do in Paris?  What does this tell us about him?

2. What does Ophelia report about Hamlet?

3. What conclusions about Hamlet does Polonius draw?  What will he do with the info.?

4.  Why did Claudius send for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (R and G)?

5. What happened with the Fortinbras problem?

6. Describe Polonius’s explanation of Hamlet’s madness?  How does Claudius react?

7. What plan does Polonius come up with?

8. How is there a method to Hamlet’s madness?  Explain his reaction to Polonius.

9. Explain the interaction with R and G and Hamlet.  What does each want?  Who succeeds in getting what they want?

10. When dealing with the actors, Hamlet want to hear the speech about Hecuba and the  Fall of Troy.  How is this relevant to the problems of Hamlet?

11. Of what does Hamlet accuse himself in the soliloquy (scene 2 lines 523-62)?  What point does he repeat about the ghost?

ACT 3

1. How successful are R and G as spies?  What do they report to Claudius?

2. How do Claudius and Polonius involve Ophelia in their plan?

3. How does Ophelia’s role in the plan confirm or change our opinion of her?

4. Explain Hamlet’s “to be or not to be” soliloquy.  What is he contemplating?

5. How does Hamlet react to Ophelia’s test?  What does he say?

6. How does Hamlet treat Ophelia? Why?

7. What does Hamlet stress in his tirade against Ophelia?  Why is this relevant?

8. How do Claudius, Polonius and Ophelia react to this speech?

9. How does Claudius plan to deal with Hamlet?  What is Polonius’s suggetion?

10. How does Hamlet prepare for the play within a play?

11. What is the relationship between Hamlet and Horatio like?

12. What happens in the dumb show?  How is this relvant?

13. How is “Gonzago” relevant?

14. How does Claudius react?

15. How is this the crisis of the play?  What do Hamlet and Claudius learn from the play?  

16. How does Hamlet’s position change?

17. What do R and G report?  How does Hamlet treat them? Explain the metaphor of the recorder.

18. Explain Hamlet’s frame of mind and his attitude towards his mother in his soliloquy in scene 3 lines 365-407.

19. What has Claudius planned for Hamlet?

20. What does Claudius reveal in his soliloquy?

21. Why doesn’t Hamlet kill Claudius?  Are they convincing? Ironic?  Is Hamlet’s tragic flaw an inabilty to act?

22. What happens to Polonius in Gertrude’s chamber?  Why?  How does Hamlet react?  What does it show us about Hamlet?  Is Polonius a “wretched, rash, intruding fool”?

23. Hamlet lectures Gertrude by comparing what two men?  What points does he make Claudius and Gertrude?  What bothers him the most?  What effect does this have on Gertrude?

24. Why does the ghost return?

25. What does Gertrude promise Hamlet?

26. What does Hamlet know about R and G and his trip to England?  How does he plan to solve the problem?

ACT 4

1. What does Claudius realize about what happened to Polonius?

2. How does Hamlet act while be questioned by Claudius?  Is he convincing?

3.  What does Claudius have planned in England?  Why?

4. What does Hamlet learn about Fortinbras and his army?  How does it influence his thinking?  Explain soliloquy in scene 4 lines 32-66.  Of what does Hamlet accuse himself?

5. What is Ophelia’s condition?  How is revealed through her language?  How does her condition differ from Hamlet’s?

6. Is her condition consistent with her character?

7. Why is Laertes returning to Denmark?  Compare his situation to Hamlet’s.  Who is more justified?

8. How does Laertes react to Ophelia?  What does Claudius off Laertes?

9. What does Hamlet’s letter reveal?  What do Laertes and Claudius plan?  What does their plan reveal about each of them?

10. What happened to Ophelia?

ACT 5

1. Explain the clown’s conversation.  How is it relevant to the play?

2. How is the clown scene comic?  Relevant to Hamlet’s earlier thoughts?  Does it relate to the theme?

3. Describe how Laertes acts at Ophelia’s ceremony (don’t want to give away anything until you’ve read it).  How does Hamlet act?

4. What happened to R and G?  Is this just?

5. What is Osric like? How is he like Polonius? How does Hamlet react to Orsic and his business?

6. What has Hamlet learned by this point of the play?  How has he grown from the beginning?

7. What happens at the fencing match?  Is there any irony here?

8. Why does Hamlet need Horatio at he end of the play?

9. Explain the resolution.  Is everything resolved?  Is restoration achieved?

