Hamlet Research Topics

1. Discuss the nature of the tragedy of Hamlet. Not the story of a ruined kingdom that is the death of the king and many others, but as the downfall of a noble and beautiful spirit placed in a situation that is contaminated with infection. Be complete in your analysis of the destruction of the human spirit and its cause.

2. Shakespeare was a master student in character. He created people who were neither all bad nor all good. In other words, they were human. King Claudius is an example of a bad character with some traits that softened our attitude toward him. Examine Claudius as a character study including his evil side, his relationships with other characters, his traits that would create viewer sympathy, etc.

3. Hamlet is a play about a young man growing up, who in the process must face some of the major problems inherent in life. His prior vision was that of an innocent youth/student. Hamlet discovers the reality and permanence of evil, the problem of appearance versus reality, the existence of contamination and death. Examine Hamlet’s downfall from innocence.

4. Hamlet still performed today is as popular as ever. Yet while human nature and the play have remained the same, the theater and its audiences have not. The Elizabethans that Shakespeare wrote Hamlet for are far different from the audience today. Explore the concept of TIME. Shakespeare took great liberties with it in staging his plays. Understandably Elizabethans were not as chronometer conscious as we—but this fact alone cannot account for Hamlet’s Elizabethan rather than medieval views. Trace several of the anachronisms Shakespeare uses in explaining what made Hamlet an Elizabethan.
5. Examine Shakespeare’s women found in Hamlet. Discuss the characters of Ophelia and Gertrude. Both of them seem ignorant, shallow, a pale reflection of the masculine shadows within whose orbits they move. Surely Shakespeare meant them to be more foils or development for their male counterparts. Explore Shakespeare’s intent for the women in Hamlet.

6. Hamlet’s use of imagery reflects his ability to penetrate the real nature of man and his environment. His clever word choice (deemed by some as utter nonsense) indicate his desire to break down the barriers of hypocrisy and describe things as they really are—as he sees them. Choose at least three prominent images used throughout Hamlet and trace their development, use and purpose. (Hint: Nature is seen in terms of man. Everything is designed to have meaning to man—perhaps this is why Elizabethans have such a metaphorical way of thinking.)

7. Examine Hamlet’s madness and its manifestations in the play. Was he mad or merely acting? Could his madness have been a clever machination created by a logical mind? If so, was it an effective tool? What other explanation could be given for Hamlet’s strange behavior. Please consider the Elizabethan view of melancholy.

8. Explore the concept of fate in the play Hamlet. In defining fate’s role be sure to consider its role in society in general. Cite references to the Elizabethan Wheel of Fortune (Fortuna—Greek goddess of chance—medieval wheel of fortune—later fortune tool of God—what appears to be chance really is justice.) How much does Hamlet fit the traditional role of the tragic hero, a good man doomed to death and failure by the blind forces of fate, fortune, or chance?

9. Using Aristotle’s view of tragedy and tragic hero show how Hamlet does or does not fulfill all of the qualifications.

10. Discuss the constant references to poison, infection, sickness, and disease in the play. How does Shakespeare tie his play together around the concept of “the poisoned kingdom?” Also discuss the character of Hamlet in his self-appointed role as physician dedicated to eradicating the infection and arresting the disease.

11. Discuss the three separate stories in which compromise the play: The ghost story, the detective story, the revenge story. Illustrate how they blend together into one effective plot in the hands of a aster dramatist. (Yes, you may use the movies as one source for this subject.)

12. Hamlet: “There’s a divinity that shapes our ends, Thou hew them how we will.” Discuss this theme. What evidences does the play give that such guiding forces are at work?

13. Hamlet is an illustration of a man’s search for true identity. How do the seven soliloquies reveal the character of Hamlet and this search for identity? Are the soliloquies relevant? Would the play suffer without them? What do the literary scholars say about the soliloquies?

14. The Ghost—analyze the three appearances of the ghost in the play. How does the third visit differ from the first two? What is the significance of the ghost? What do the experts say?

15. What images are associated with Ophelia in the play? (e.g. nunnery, flowers, water). What sorts of assumptions and biases do the images suggest belong to the characters who use these images?

16. Examine the male-female relationships in the play: father-daughter, mother-son, husband and wife, courting couple, queen-subject, sister-brother. What do these relationships reveal about the assumed nature of men and women?

17. Examine Ophelia’s “madness.” Why does everyone assume she’s mad? What is madness for this society? Why is Ophelia mad? What does it mean to be irrational? What is the difference, if any, between Hamlet’s antic disposition and Ophelia’s madness?

18. The theme of man’s brevity and the return of man to the dust from which he came runs frequently throughout the play. Cite instances in which it is mentioned and the reaction to the idea of life being a cycle from “dust to dust” on the part of Hamlet and the others. Why does Hamlet more than any of the others seem to be so moved by the end of life when he frequently contemplates the desirability of ending his own life by suicide?
