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SYNOPSIS

Most of the action of play occurs in and around the casde ac Elsinore in Denmark. King Hamlet is dead, and Prince
Hamlet has rerurnied to Denmark from school in Wittenberg, Germany, only o discover that Queen Gertrude, his mother,
has married his Uncle Claudius. Claudius has had himself crowned king.

Hamler is informed that what is apparently the ghost o f his dead father has appeared to the palace guards {1, ii). When
he later confronts the ghost, Hamlex learns that Claudius murdered his father and hastily married Queen Gertrude (1, v).

Throughout the play, the ongoing border disputes and political machinations amongst Denmark, Norway, and Poland
serve as a backdrop for the action in the Danish court (1, ii; I, ii; IV, iv; V, ii). Prince Fortinbras, whose father was killed
by Hamlet's father, is 2 man of action, and his character serves as a foil to the contempladive Prince Hamler.

Polonius {Lord Chamberlain), his son Lacrtes and daughter Ophelia are also important characters in this drama. Polonius
and Laertes ate concerned abour Ophelia’s romanric involvement with Prince Hamlec and caution her against such a
relationship. Polonius also provides fatherly advice o Laertes as he leaves for Paris (1, iii).

» Hamlet's emotional turmoil over his father’s murder has left him in a visibly agitaced condition, which some members of
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the coure have interpreted as madness. Claudius and Gertrude, concerned for his welfare, summeon two of Hamlet's oldest
fricnds, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, in the hopes thar they can learn what is troubling him. (II, ii). Hamlee is
immediately skeptical about their surprise visic.

Anxious to confirm his own suspicians regarding the source of Hamlers trouble, Polonius arranges a meeting berween
Ophelia and Hamlex, as he is conv_inccd that Hamlet's love for Ophelia is the cause of his suffering (11, if). When Polonius
approaches Hamler, Hamler answers his questions although he belicves Polonius 1o be a foolish old man.

When a group of players arrives at the Danish court to entertain, Hamlet arranges for them to perform The Murder of
Gonzagp with the addition of lines Hamlet has written. What Hamlec hopes is to prove Claudius’s guilt in the murder by
watching his reaction ro the drama the players will stage (I1, ii).

When Rosencrantz and Guildenstern report back to Claudius that they have no explanation for Hamler's serange behaviar,
Claudius decides to cavesdrop with Polonius an the mecting between Hamlet and Ophelia. Although Hamler treats
Ophelia ifrationally, Claudius is suspicious of his behavior and makes plans to sent Hamlet to England (111, i).

The players perform their drama in which the events portrayed, with Hamleds alterations, almost duplicate the
circumstances sutrounding King Hamlet's death. Hamler observes that Claudius is visibly upser by the play. When he
leaves abruptly, Claudius confirms his guilt in the eyes of Hamlec and his friend, Horario (111, ii).

Out of concern for Hamlet's welfare, Queen Gertrude meets privately with her son in her chambers. Polonius, however,
is cavesdropping behind a wall rapesery. Hamler's rebukes cause Gertrude to cry out, and Palonius cries out as well, fearful
for her welfare. Belicving he has heard Claudius, Hamlet stabs through the tapestry, killing Polonius (IIE, iv).

Polonius’s death provides Claudius with the opportunity to send Hamlet o England, under the false pretense of
protecting his life, when in reality, he has asked the King of England ta kill Prince Hamlet (IV, ii). Grief-stricken b y their
father's death, Lacrtes and Ophelia solicit Claudius’s assistance in finding his murdeser {IV, v). Meanwhile, Hamlet sends
word to Horario that he has been taken prisoner by pirates who have returned him to Denmatk and asks Horatio to join
him (IV, vi). In order to remove Hamlet as a threar, Claudius now plans an exhibition duel in which Lacries will use a
sword tipped with poison (IV, vii).

Ophelia’s madness and subsequent drowning (IV, v; IV, vii) precipitate a confrontation berween Laertes and Hamlet a
her grave (V, 1), but Claudius intervencs, privately assuring Laestes that his revenge will come in the duel which has been
arranged. Hamlet scals the fare of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern by substituring another letter in the envelope which
originally contained his own death orders, requesting that the King of England put them to death {V, ii). In spite of
Horatio’s concern, Hamlet agrees to the duel with Laertes and appears before the court as requested. Not only does
Claudius poison the tip of the sword, he also offers Hamlee a drink from a poison cup. Instcad, Gertrude drinks from the
cup and swoons from the effect of the poison, her dying words warning Hamicr of the ploc against him. As the duel
progresses, Laertes and Hamlet inadvertently exchange swords during a scuffle; consequently, both are morully wounded,
although Hamier manages to fatally wound Claudius as well.

As the play closes, Fortinbras arrives, victorious over Poland, and the dying Hamlet names him as the new king, Fortinbras
pays tribute to Hamlet and arranges for an appropriate burial.



