Study questions Hamlet
Act I:

1. The first speaker in the play is Barnardo; what is he doing when the play begins? 1.1

2. At what time of day does the Ghost make its first appearance? 1.1

3. Why does the Ghost not answer Horatio when he questions it? 1.1

4. What is unusual about the circumstances of Danish life at the opening of the play? 1.1

5. Explain why Claudius sends Cornelius and Voltemand as ambassadors to Norway. 1.2

6. Explain Hamlet’s reply to the King, “Not so, my lord.  I am too much in the sun.” 1.2

7. How soon after they have seen the Ghost do the watchers report to Hamlet?  1.1   1.2

8. What is Laertes’ advice to Ophelia about Hamlet?  1.3

9. What comparison is Hamlet using when he describes the Ghost’s wondering by saying, “the sepulcher/Wherein we saw thee quietly interred/Hath oped his ponderous and marbe jaws/To cast thee up again”?  1.4

10. Summarize the Ghost’s description of the murder.  1.5

11. What does Hamlet write in his notebook after his conversation with the Ghost?  1.5

Act II:
12. What was unusual about Hamlet’s appearance when he visited Ophelia in her “closet” on the occasion she describes to her father?  2.1

13. What is Polonius’ diagnosis of the illness that caused Hamlet to behave so strangely when he came to see Ophelia?  2.1

14. When Rosencrantz and Guildenstern arrive, the King says to them, “What it should be,/More than his father’s death, that thus hath put him {Hamlet}/So much from th’understanding of himself,/I cannot dream of”; is this true?   2.2

15. What report do Voltemand and Cornelius bring back from Norway?  2.2

16. The letter from Hamlet to Ophelia that Polonius reads to the King and Queen ends, “Thine evermore, most dear lady, whilst this machine is to him”  what does “whilst this machine is to him” mean?   2.2

17. What is Hamlet’s purpose in talking to Polonius about the sun’s breeding maggots in a dead dog?  2.2

18. When Rosencrantz says it must be ambition that makes Hamlet think Denmark a prison, what does Hamlet say?  2.2

19. Hamlet says to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern about their coming to see him, “I will tell you why; so shall my anticipation prevent your discover.”  What does this last phrase mean?  2.2

20. Why is the company of players traveling about instead of staying in the city?  2.2

21. What incident is described in the speech Hamlet persuades the player to recite?   2.2

22. Hamlet tells Polonius that he ought not to treat the players according to their deserts but “much better”;  that is, according to what?   2.2

Act III

23. The King and Polonius have secretly arranged the first meeting between Hamlet and Ophelia that we see.  Why?  3.1

24. In the aside that beings “To be, or not to be,” Hamlet is convinced that to kill himself is too risky.  Why?   3.1

25. Why does Hamlet urge Ophelia to “Get thee to a nunnery”?  3.1

26. When Hamlet is attacking marriage, he says, “Those that are married already—all but one—shall live.  The rest shall keep as they are.”  But the logical point is not who shall live but who shall be married.  Why does Hamlet say “live”?   3.1

27. Who is the one who shall not live in the previous question’s quotation?   3.1

28. What is, according to Hamlet, the purpose of drama?  3.2

29. What does Hamlet most admire about Horatio’s character?  3.2

30. When the company arrives to watch the play, Hamlet manages to hint that the cause Of his madness is both ambition (Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s theory) and love (Polonius’ theory).  How does he do so?   3.2

31. Just before the play begins, Hamlet discusses the matter of his father’s death with Ophelia.  Using this discussion, how long has Hamlet’s father been dead?  3.2

32. What does Queen Gertrude think about the play?  3.2

33. What is the name of the play?  3.2

34. Why is the play names as it is?  3.2

35. Hamlet insists that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern play the recorders, even when they protest they do not know how; why?  3.2

36. Claudius says his offense “hath the primal eldest curse upon’t”.  What curse is that?  3.3

37. Why does Hamlet not kill the King when he finds him praying?  3.3

38. Why did Hamlet strike instantly at the figure behind the arras in this mother’s room?  3.4

39. What reasons does the Ghost give Hamlet for his second appearance?  3.4

Act IV:
40. When Hamlet is on the way to the ship that is to take him to England, he meets a captain from Fortinbras’ army; where is that army going?  4.4

41. What does Hamlet think of the purpose of Fortinbras and his army?  4.4

42. How is it that Hamlet is the only man captured by the pirates when they attack the ship that is carrying him to England?  4.6

43. Why does the King decide he must persuade Laertes to murder Hamlet?  4.7

44. What plans have the King and Laertes for killing Hamlet?  4.7

Act V:
45. Who was Yorick, whose skull the gravedigger shows Hamlet?   5.1

46. Why is Ophelia’s funeral so brief and unceremonious?  5.1

47. What finally happens to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern?  5.2

48. How many hits does Hamlet score against Laertes in their fencing match?  5.2

49. How does Hamlet kill the King?  5.2

50. What does Horatio plan to do when he knows Hamlet is dying?  5.2
