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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE AND HAMLET 

Hamlet is probably Shakespeare’s most famous play. 

 Hamlet is a play about a young prince who wants to get revenge on his uncle for murdering his father. 

 It’s always been popular (even in Shakespeare’s own lifetime)It was his fourth most performed play. 

 The reason for its popularity is that the themes of love, betrayal, family, madness and revenge are still 

relevant to audiences today. 

 It’s also popular with critics because the ideas in the play can be analysed in many different ways. 

 

 

Shakespeare had a long dramatic career 

 Arpil 1564- Born in Staford-upon-Avon. 

 November 1582- Aged 18, Shakespeare marries Anne Hathaway. 

 1583- His daughter Susanna is born. 

 1585- Has twins, Hamnet, a son and Judith, a daughter. 

 Early 1590s- Writes his first plays, Richard III and Henry VI, parts 1-3. 

 1594- His playing company The Lord Chamberlain’s Men is founded. 

 1594/1595- Romeo and Juliet is first performed. 

 1596- His son Hamnet dies. 

 1599- The Globe Theatre is built. 

 1600/1601- Hamlet is first performed. 

 1603- Writes Othello. The Lord Chamberlain’s Men change their name to The King’s Men when James I takes 

the throne. 

 April 1616- Dies aged 52. 

 

 

Shakespeare was a man of his era. 

 Religion: England was a Protestant country. Christian morality was important. Many of Shakespeare’s plays 

deal with Christian beliefs. His villains are often people who give in to a deadly sin e.g. greed, envy, wrath or 

gluttony. 

 Culture: England was going through a cultural revival known as the Renaissance which challenged traditional 

ideas (Galileo proved that the Earth wasn’t the centre of the universe, and Machiavelli questioned whether 

politics had to be moral. Shakespeare also started to challenge traditional values. For example, he often used 

figures of authority as fools, and made commoners appear intelligent. 

 National identity: English Renaissance culture focused on national identity which is a theme in a lot of 

Shakespeare’s plays. He looks at how countries develop and explores the relationship between a ruler and 

their country. 
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                                                        HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

 

Renaissance England directly influenced Hamlet. 

 The Renaissance encouraged people to challenge everything. That’s why Hamlet spends so much 

time questioning the world around him. 

 A Renaissance Man was expected to have a knowledge of the arts, philosophy and the sciences. He 

would be a deep thinker who could question the world around him. 

 Authors and playwrights in the Renaissance period often re-worked classic stories. Hamlet is based 

on two older works: Ur-Hamlet and Amleth. 

 The Protestant Reformation changed the way people at the time thought about spiritual issues. It 

placed massive importance on an individual’s conscience. Everyone was responsible for their own 

salvation. This troubles Hamlet throughout the play. 

 

 

Hamlet is set in the Danish city of Elsinore. 

 Shakespeare based Elsinore on a real city called Helsinger. 

 Almost all the scenes are set inside Elsinore Castle. This creates a claustrophobic feeling and suggests 

that Hamlet is imprisoned by the events in his life. 

 Elsinore had an elective monarchy. This meant that the ruler was voted by the nobility. Candidates 

were usually from the family of the dead monarch. That’s how Claudius took power. 

 Denmark was a Protestant nation. They didn’t accept Catholic ideas and believed in predestination, 

the idea that God controlled everything that happened. 

 

 

Hamlet was written for The Globe theatre. 

 The Globe theatre might have looked like this: 

- Canopy (on the top). The stage was covered, but the rest of the theatre was open air. Plays 

began at 2pm, so using language to create night scenes was important. 

- Upper stage. Used by musicians or as required. 

- Galleries. Where the wealthy members of the audience sat. 

- Stage. Where the play was performed. 

- Trapdoor (on the stage). This led below stage. The space underneath could be used to 

symbolise the alterlife. 

- Pit (in front of the stage).  Where the poorer members of the audience would be stand.  
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PLAY SYNOPSIS 

Hamlet…What happens when?  It’s Shakespeare’s longest play. Full of quotations, unanswered questions, thematic 

concerns…Here’s a little recap of the main events in Hamlet.  

 

Act One. The Ghost demands revenge. The revenge plot is introduced by the Ghost in Act 1, Scene 5 

 Horatio sees the Ghost of king Hamlet and worries that it represents a thread to Denmark. Fortinbras, a 

Norwegian prince, could be about to invade. 

 King Claudius tells the court to mourn his dead brother, but also to celebrate his marriage to his brother’s 

wife, Gertrude. 

 Horatio tells Hamlet that he’s seen the Ghost of his father. 

 Laertes tells his sister Ophelia to reject Hamlet. Her father, Polonius, agrees. Laertes leaves for Paris. 

 Hamlet speaks to his father’s Ghost who tells him that he was murdered by Claudius. He asks Hamlet to take 

revenge on his uncle. Hamlet decides to pretend to be mad. 

 

Act Two. Hamlet pretends to be mad. 

 Ophelia tells her father about Hamlet’s strange behaviour. Polonius believes that Hamlet is lovesick. 

 Claudius asks Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to spy on the prince. 

 Polonius tells Claudius about his suspicions and they decide to spy on Ophelia and Hamlet. 

 Hamlet makes Rosencrantz and Guildenstern confess that they’re working for Claudius. 

 A group of players arrive and Hamlet asks them to perform an altered version of the Murder of Gonzago. He 

thinks that the play’s similarities to King Hamlet’s murder will reveal Claudius’s guilt. 

 

Act Three. Polonius spies on Hamlet. The revenge plot is delayed when Hamlet fails to kill Claudius in Act3, Scene 

 Claudius and Polonius hide and wait for Hamlet to meet Ophelia. Hamlet enters contemplating suicide. 

 Hamlet reacts angrily to Ophelia and her betrayal. Claudius is worried by Hamlet’s behaviour and decides to 

send him to England. 

 Hamlet tells the players how to act his Mousetrap play. He explains the plot to the room as the players 

perform. Claudius calls for the play to stop and leaves. 

 Claudius tries to pray and admits that he’s guilty. Hamlet finds him praying but doesn’t kill him. 

 Hamlet confronts Gertrude for betraying his father, while Polonius hides behind and arras. Polonius calls for 

Hamlet, but Hamlet stabs him, thinking that it’s Claudius. When he finds out it’s Polonius he decides to hide 

the body. 

 The Ghost re-appears to remind Hamlet of his quest. Hamlet tells his mother that he’s only faking madness, 

but warns her no to tell Claudius. 
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Act Four. Hamlet’s exiled for murdering Polonius. 

 Gertrude tells Claudius that Hamlet is mad and has killed Polonius. Claudius is scared for his own safety and 

decides to send Hamlet away as soon as possible. 

 Claudius sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to find out where Hamlet’s hidden Polonius’s body, but he 

refuses to tell them. 

 Claudius tells Hamlet that he’s sending him to England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Alone on stage, 

Claudius reveals that he’s sending Hamlet to his death. 

 Hamlet watches Fortinbras’s army march across Denmark and compares himself with the Norwegian prince. 

He decides that he should be more like Fortinbras and take action. 

 Ophelia goes mad from grief and starts singing songs. Laertes returns to seek revenge for his father’s 

murder. 

 Horatio receives a letter from Hamlet, explaining that he’s escaped from the ship and is returning to 

Denmark. 

 Claudius tells Laertes that Hamlet killed Polonius. They organise a fencing match between Laertes and 

Hamlet, planning to use a sharpened, poisoned sword to kill Hamlet. Claudius poisons the wine in case 

Hamlet wins. 

 Gertrude announces that Ophelia has drowned. 

 

Act  Five. Hamlet returns to take his revenge. Act5, scene 2 is the play’s dramatic climax: Hamlet finally acts and 

takes revenge. 

 Hamlet and Horatio discuss death with a Gravedigger. 

 A funeral procession arrives in the graveyard, and Hamlet discovers that Ophelia has died. Hamlet fights with 

Laertes over who loved Ophelia more. 

 After the funeral Hamlet explains to Horatio how he sent Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to their deaths 

instead of him. 

 Osric tells Hamlet tells that he has been challenged to a fencing match with Laertes. Hamlet agrees to the 

contest. 

 Hamlet apologises to Laertes and the contest goes ahead. During the fight Hamlet is hurt by the poisoned 

sword, but Laertes is also stabbed by the blade. 

 Gertrude toasts Hamlet and drinks from the poisoned wine. As she dies she exclaims that the drink was 

poisoned. Laertes reveals that Claudius was responsible. Hamlet stabs Claudius with the poisoned sword and 

makes him drink the wine. Both Claudius and Laertes die. 

 Before Hamlet dies he tells Horatio that Fortinbras should be the next king. 

 Fortinbras arrives in Elsinore and find everyone dead. He takes the Danish throne. 

 

 At this point we can see that the death is an important theme in this play, but there is also another else. 

ACT 1, SCENE 5  For the first time in the play, Hamlet and the Ghost  are left alone on stage; as a consequence, a few 

secrets are revealed: The Ghost tells Hamlet to seek revenge 

 The Ghost claims to be Hamlet’s father and asks him for revenge because he had been murdered. 

 Hamlet’s suspicions about Claudius are confirmed (his uncle seized the crown by murdering King Hamlet) 

The Ghost also tells him to leave Gertrude alone. 

https://meetingitaca.wordpress.com/


World Literature https://meetingitaca.wordpress.com/   M Cruz Fernández 
 

5 
 

 Hamlet agrees to take revenge on Claudius, and the Ghost disappears. 

 Hamlet tells his companions what happened and hatches a plan to pretend to be mad. 

 The interaction between Hamlet and the Ghost underneath the stage can be also interpreted as an example 

of his self-consciousness. Hamlet uses a playful tone even though the scene is serious. For example, “in this 

distracted globe” (l.97) could mean that Hamlet is close to madness or it could refer to the Globe Theatre 

where the play was performed (in fact, this play was written to be performed there) 

 

The main plot of revenge and madness is introduced. 

 The Ghosts wants retribution, that is, a deserved punishment. So Claudius must be punished to restore 

justice. Retributive justice has an important role in Hamlet (and in Laertes and Fortinbras). Fear of 

damnation is the main cause of Claudius’s guilt. 

 Shakespeare links ideas of justice to religion. Ghost’s order = a commandment (l.102); Claudius = Satan (“a 

serpent stung me l.36) 

 The Ghost’s demands for revenge confuse Hamlet. His ambiguity provides Hamlets with many doubts that 

delay his revenge (the impossibility of certainty) 

 The Ghost’s appearance causes Hamlet to have a spiritual dilemma that threatens his sanity. He starts to 

doubt his beliefs. His faith in humanity is shaken by his mother’s hasty marriage and, furthermore, the 

Ghost’s origins suggest the lack of certain moral truths in the afterlife. 

 Hamlet feigns madness. However, he is very close to real madness  (l. 162 “well said, old mole”) 

 

The Ghost is linked to Memory. 

 The Ghost as a universal issue: the fear of being forgotten after death. (“remember me”l.91) Gertrude has 

just forgotten him (Act III, Scene 4) 

 Shakespeare also challenges the reliability of memory (“Hyperion” act I, scene 2) He idealises him.  

 

SYMBOLS 

Yorick’s skull is a reminder of man’s mortality. 

 

 In Elizabethan times, death was considered to be as much a part of life as birth. Ex. Horatio’s “womb of 

earth” (1.1.138) suggests that burial is a return to the fertile soil that supports life on earth. 

 Memento Mori (remember, you will die): Elizabethan art often used images of skulls as a reminder of death 

and man’s inescapable mortality. 

 Public clocks, statues and paintings would be decorated with skulls. So Yorick’s skull is a theatrical memento 

mori in Act 5, scene1. It represents Hamlet facing death out of fascination rather than fear or bravery 

(5.1.182) 

 

Suicide was a sin which barred the soul’s entrance to heaven. 

 Suicide was condemned by Christian teaching. So in Ophelia’s funeral the priest suggests that she doesn’t 

deserve a Christian one. (5.1.227) 
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 Hamlet is troubled by the spiritual problem of suicide. (1.2.129) (2.2.215) 

 Ophelia senses she’s going to die. (4.5.193) 

 

Death restores order in Elsinore. 

 The play ends with most of the main characters dying. (5.2.365) (5.2.372) 

 The story of their deaths should be shown on a theatrical stage. Horatio’s final words mean that the play’s 

self-reflexive ending makes it a new beginning. 

 Revenge spirals out of control: Hamlet avenges king Hamlet’s death, Laertes Polonius’s death and Fortinbras 

recovers his father’s lost hands. Both deaths restore order and close the revenge cycle. 

 

ELIZABETHAN THEATRE 

From the 16th century to the 17th during Queen Elizabeth I, Kings Jacobus I and Charles I. 

 Settings: at first it was performed in any place, later at The Globe. 

 Spectators: mostly peasants. 

 There is no dramatic unit of time, space or action. 

 Alternation between prose and verse. 

 Noble and plebeian character in plays. 

 Melting tragedy and comedy. 

 Historic themes. 

 Mix of real and fantastic elements in plays. 

 Shakespeare, the best playwright of Elizabethan era.  

Tragedies: Othello, King Lear, Hamlet, Henry V, Romeo and Juliet…about serious matters. Comedies: As you 

like it, The tempest, The merchant of Venice, A Midsummer night’s dream, Much ado about nothing… about 

love or romantic issues. 
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