                                                Hamlet Study Questions

Act I, Scene 1
1. What appears to the watchmen, and what form/appearance does it take?                                                              
2. Who originally questions its reality?                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                   3. What happens when the guards strike at its with their partisans (weapons)? 
4. What mood does Shakespeare establish in Scene 1? What details help create this mood?                                                     
Act I, Scene 2
1. What two conflicting moods does King Claudius describe in lines 10-14?                    
2. What has Fortinbras threatened to do and why? How does Claudius deal with this threat?
3. What does Laertes ask Claudius’ permission to do?
4. As soon as he is acknowledged on stage, Hamlet is criticized by his mother and uncle for his mood. What is 
    his mood, and what are its signs, and what is the cause?                                                                                                                           
5. Hamlet's reply to his mother (76-86) contrasts “seeming” and “being.” What images does he use to
    describe seeming”? 
6. Hamlet's first soliloquy (129-159) starts with a suicidal thought. Summarize this speech. Why does he 
    feeling this way? 
7. How do Hamlet’s comments about Claudius contrast with the impression Claudius conveys of himself 

    through his speeches? What does this contrast suggest about life at the Danish court?
8. Who is Horatio? Horatio announces one reason for visiting Elsinore; Hamlet tells him he has another. What
    are the reasons?   
9. After Horatio tells Hamlet that he saw Hamlet’s father’s ghost, what does Hamlet say he will do?                                                                                                                                                                                                          
Act I, Scene 3
1. Laertes, saying farewell to his sister Ophelia, makes accusations about the sincerity of Hamlet's love for her. 
    Summarize these accusations. 

2. Polonius sends his son off to university in Paris with a list of advice. Summarize the advice Polonius gives. 

3. What, above all, does Polonius finally advise? Why? 

4. Polonius then continues Laertes' accusations to Ophelia about Hamlet. What is he implying about Hamlet's
    intentions? What key words or phrases imply this?
5. What does Polonius want done about Hamlet and Ophelia’s relationship? 
Act I, Scene 4
1. According to Hamlet, what impressions do the king's wassail celebrations create in the eyes of other 
    countries? What proportion of vice to virtue is necessary to create an impression of corruption? 

2. Why does Hamlet follow what may well be a creature from Hell? 

3. What does Horatio fear the Ghost may do?
Act I, Scene 5
1. What had Hamlet and all of Denmark been told was the cause of his father’s death?
2. According to the apparition, what really happened to cause King Hamlet’s death? Give details.
3. What did the Queen Gertrude seem to be when the king was alive? What contradicts this seeming?
4. Though the Ghost speaks harshly about Gertrude, what does the Ghost tell Hamlet to do about her? Why?  

5. Hamlet is horrified after hearing the Ghost's story. What does Hamlet vow to do? 

6. Hamlet swears Horatio and Marcellus to secrecy even if he "put[s] an antic disposition on" (177). What 
    does he mean? 
7. What does Hamlet mean when he exclaims, “the time is out of joint” (193)? 

Act II, Scene 1
1. On what mission does Polonius send Reynaldo? What strategies is he told to use? 
2. What does Polonius mean when he says, "By indirections find directions out" (66)? 

3. In what state has Hamlet appeared to Ophelia (78-85)? What does he say and do to her (88-101)? 
4. Why is Ophelia’s description of Hamlet’s behavior an example of dramatic irony?
5. How does Polonius explain Hamlet’s behavior? 

Act II, Scene 2
1. Who are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Why have they been summoned to Elsinore by the king?   
2. The ambassadors to Norway report that the King of Norway believed his nephew, Fortinbras, was preparing
    to invade Poland. What was the real invasion target, and how does the King of Norway react? 

3. What does Gertrude mean when she tells Polonius, "More matter with less art" (96)? Why does she say 

    this? 

4. Summarize Hamlet’s rhymed love note to Ophelia.
5. What reason for refusing Hamlet does Polonius say he gave to Ophelia?  What reason did he really give

    Ophelia?  

6. What does Polonius say is the cause of Hamlet’s madness? How does Polonius plan to test his theory? 
7. What does Polonius mean in his aside, “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t” (207-208)? 
8. What does Hamlet reveal to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern about his state of mind in lines 298-316? 
9. What events are told in the monologue the First Player recites for Hamlet (476-526)?  In what ways is 

    Pyrrhus similar to Hamlet?
10. What play does Hamlet request for the next day? 

11. In his second soliloquy at the end of Act II, why is Hamlet is disgusted with himself? What triggered that 
      disgust? 

12. What plan develops from Hamlet's disgust and the meeting with the players as he completes the soliloquy? 
Act III, Scene 1     
1. How do Claudius and Polonius plan to discover the root of Hamlet's problem? 
2. What does King Claudius mean in his aside in lines 50-55? What does this reveal about him?
3. Hamlet's most famous soliloquy, "To be or not to be..." (57-91), compares death to what? Why it is an
    appropriate comparison?
4. Why does the idea of death appeal to Hamlet? 
5. What is "the rub" which balances the appeal of suicide? Why is this a problem?
6. Hamlet's conversation with Ophelia is deliberately confused by double meanings, particularly with the usage
    of the words honesty (which can mean chastity as well as truthfulness) and nunnery (which can be a convent
    or slang for a brothel). What does Hamlet mean when he says, “the power of beauty will sooner / transform 

    honesty from what it is to a bawd than / the force of honesty can translate (transform) beauty into his 

    likeness” (lines 112-115)? 
7. What does Hamlet mean when he tells Ophelia, “Get thee to a nunnery” (line 122)?
8. What does Hamlet say about women in lines 145-150, and why is he so angry about that?  
9. What does Hamlet say about marriage? What has influenced his view of marriage?
10. What does Polonius suggest that King Claudius do about about Hamlet’s state of mind? 
Act III, Scene 2
1. What instructions does Hamlet give to the actors? Why is he so concerned they get it right? 

2. In a speech to Horatio, Hamlet lists the reasons he admires his friend. Summarize the reasons. 

3. What do Hamlet and Horatio intend to watch for during the play? 

4. For The Murder of Gonzago, Hamlet has added some speeches of his own before the performance; these are
    probably parts of the debate between the Player King (Duke Gonzago) and the Player Queen (Duchess
    Baptista). What do they argue about, and why would Hamlet add this to the play? 

5. In explaining the villainy in the play to Claudius, Hamlet says, "we that have free souls, it touches us not" 
    (242-243). What does he mean? 

6. What is Claudius’ reaction to the play? What does his reaction reveal to Hamlet? How is this a turning point

    for Hamlet?
7. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern approach Hamlet again to question him about his behavior. In Hamlet’s

    dialogue in lines 353-375, why does he compare himself to a musical instrument? 
8. Hamlet ends the scene with another short soliloquy where he works himself into a rage. Once in his 
    rage, what does he say he must he prevent himself from doing? 

Act III, Scene 3
1. Claudius says that Hamlet's madness is a danger to the stability of the Denmark. What does Claudius order
    Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to do as an immediate remedy to the problem? 

2. What is Polonius' next plan for discovering Hamlet's secrets? 

3. Claudius has an important soliloquy (36-72) which confirms his guilt to the audience, and emphasizes his 
    lack of true repentance. What does he argue would be necessary to prove such repentance, and why is he
    unable to pray for forgiveness?  
4. Hamlet, on his way to his mother's chambers, finds Claudius kneeling with his back turned. Why does
    Hamlet decide against killing him at that moment? How does this relate to what the Ghost of Hamlet’s father

    said about the circumstances of his death in Act I, Scene 5?
5. What is the irony in Claudius' final two lines of the scene? 

Act III, Scene 4
1. What is the setting of this scene?

2. What is the result of Polonius' third spying attempt? 

3. What is Hamlet's bitter complaint against his mother? 
4. Why does Gertrude respond with expressions of guilt?
5. Why does the ghost reappear in this scene? What has Hamlet done and not done? 

6. Why would Hamlet's madness be a useful excuse for Gertrude? 
7. What does Hamlet insist Gertrude should do to gain forgiveness, and how does this relate to Claudius' 
     soliloquy in the previous scene? 

8. Hamlet is suspicious of his two traveling companions. What imagery does he use to describe their plotting?

Act IV, Scene 1
1. What is Claudius’ main fear in the immediate aftermath of Polonius’ death? 

Act IV, Scene 2
1. What does Hamlet refuse to tell Rosencrantz and Guildenstern? Why?
Act IV, Scene 3
1. What imagery does Hamlet use to warn Claudius that he's only temporarily a king? 

2. Claudius ends the scene by writing a letter. To whom is the letter written, and what order does it contain? 

Act IV, Scene 4
1. What's the value of the land Fortinbras' army is marching to capture in Poland? What will the invasion cost? 

2. Hamlet's soliloquy in this scene is self-critical. Summarize what he says is his main fault. 

Act IV, Scene 5
1. What does the Gentleman report to Gertrude in lines 5-14 about Ophelia’s words and actions?

2. What topics do Ophelia's songs during her first appearance in this scene deal with? What do the songs tell
    about her state of mind? 

3. What does the Messenger report to Claudius in lines 102-111? Give two reasons why Laertes is a danger to
    Claudius' throne.  

4. What does Claudius offer to Laertes as assurance that he had no part in Polonius' death? 
5. List the symbolism of each flower and herb that Ophelia mentions in lines 182-192.
Act IV, Scene 6
1. Horatio receives a letter from Hamlet explaining how he escaped from Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. 
    Summarize how Hamlet escaped.
Act IV, Scene 7
1. What reason does Claudius give Laertes for Hamlet's killing of Polonius? 

2. What are his two reasons for not charging Hamlet with murder and treason? 
3. What does the letter to Claudius from Hamlet say? Why does Claudius seem surprised?
4. What is Claudius’ plan to give Laertes a chance for publicly guiltless revenge against Hamlet? 

5. How does Laertes add to the plan? 

6. What announcement does Gertrude make at the end Act IV? How did it happen?
Act V, Scene 1
1. The two gravediggers make a comic mockery of the coroner's inquest into Ophelia's death. What was the
    outcome, and why do they mock it? 
2. In their riddle, why are gravediggers the best builders?  What is the point of the gravedigger’s riddles and
    song?
3. What do the gravediggers throw around the stage carelessly? 
4. How old is Hamlet? Reread lines 144-165.
5. Who does Hamlet recognize among their clientele? How long has this person been dead? Summarize
    Hamlet’s description of this person.
6. In what ways do Hamlet’s reactions to the skulls in the graveyard seem to suggest a change in his outlook?
7. Why is Laertes angry at the doctor (priest)?
8. Where do Laertes and Hamlet grapple, and why do they fight?                                                                                              

Act V, Scene 2
1. What, according to Hamlet, were the king's orders sent with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to the king of 
    England? 
2. How did Hamlet hoist the messengers with their own petard (turn their plan against them)?  What does this
    show about the development of Hamlet’s character?
3. Who is Osric? How does Hamlet describe him in an aside to Horatio (86-90)?

4. What does Osric tell Hamlet that the King has arranged?

5. Hamlet has a sort of premonition of what's about to happen. Why does Hamlet “defy augury”? 

6. What does Hamlet say to Laertes when he arrives for the duel? What is the significance of this? 

7. The duel scene is the most complicated set of actions in the play. Who scores the first two hits?
8. What does Claudius do to celebrate the first hits? What happens because of this?
9. How does Laertes begin to feel about continuing with Claudius' plan? 

10. Who scores the third hit? 

11. Who scores the fourth hit, and with whose weapon? 

12. What does Laertes mean when he says to Osric that he is "as a woodcock to mine own springe"? 

13. What does Laertes tell Hamlet in his final speech? 

14. How does Claudius die?

15. What does Horatio attempt to do when he calls himself a Roman rather than a Dane? Why does he want to
      do this?
16. Why does Hamlet prevent Horatio’s attempt? 

17. What "election" does Hamlet support Fortinbras for? 

18. What do the ambassadors from England report? 

