
 

 

Dear Grade 12s 
 

This page will be updated on a regular basis, so please check in every week to 
get new information. 

Remember that you should be busy working on the following: 
Prepared speeches, as explained by your teachers.  These are to be recorded 
and sent to your English teacher via WhatsApp, along with a photograph, or 

email of your speech. 
As was indicated before the schools were closed, you should be reading The 

Picture of Dorian Gray.  If you had not received your school copy, the novel can 
be downloaded.  In addition, you may wish to download an audio of the novel to 

assist your reading. ( https://etc.usf.edu/lit2go/113/the-picture-of-dorian-
gray/1937/chapter-1/) 

For this week we have added some summaries for Hamlet. 
 

 

HAMLET SUMMARY 

        

Act 1 Scene 1 
 

The curtain opens to reveal the windswept battlements of Castle Elsinore in Denmark. It is 

midnight and the changing of the guard is about to take place. Horatio, Marcellus, and 

Bernado are on the ‘graveyard shift’ – the time when the ghost of King Hamlet, who died a 

few months before, has been seen to walk. While they wait in trepidation, the soldiers discuss 

the preparations which Denmark is making for war. It seems that young Fortinbras of Norway 

wishes to avenge his father’s death at the hands of King Hamlet, and regain his lost lands. 

Horatio and Marcellus believe that this is why the ghost walks; when it appears again they try 

to speak to it, abut it will not reply. They decide to tell Prince Hamlet, in the hope that the 

ghost will speak to him. 
 

Act 1 Scene 2 

In the second scene we meet Hamlet’s uncle Claudius; the King has recently married his 

dead brother’s wife and Hamlet’s mother, Queen Gertrude. Claudius attends to State affairs, 

sending ambassadors to Norway in an attempt to avert war, and granting the young courtier 

Laertes leave to return to Paris. Our first glimpse of Hamlet, the play’s hero, shows him to be 

still in a state of deep grief after his father’s death and Gertrud’s hasty remarriage. He resists 

all Claudius’ efforts to cheer him up and, in his first soliloquy, longs for death. Horatio tells 

Hamlet about the ghost and the Prince decides to speak to it. 
 

Act 2 Scene 3 

HAMLET - SUMMARY 



Scene three is set at the harbor as Laertes is about to embark on his journey to Paris. He 

warns his sister Ophelia not to take hamlet’s protestations of love too seriously: a warning that 

is repeated by Polonius their father, a ‘councilor of State’. Once he has sent Laertes off with a 

great deal of rather typical fatherly advice, Polonius forbids Ophelia to spend any time alone 

with Hamlet, believing that there is too great a difference in their stations to make the Prince’s 

intentions honourable. 
 

Act 1 Scene 4 

While Hamlet, Horatio and Marcellus huddle together to wait for the Ghost, Claudius conducts 

a ceremonious drinking session in the warmth and light of his quarters. Horatio asks Hamlet if 

these drinking parties are the custom of Denmark. Hamlet replies that it is not. They may 

have feasts but by having too many it becomes an insult to Denmark. Other nations are now 

calling them drunkards. Brave accomplishments achieved by noble men are broken down and 

changed into nothing because all Danes are labelled drunkards.  Hamlet mentions that in 

each person there may be a weakness that the person was born with and over which the 

person has no control.  If a part of a person's temperament became too much, all reason 

would be broken down, and the person will fall victim to this weakness that he inherited or that 

fate placed across his path. This weakness will then ruin the person. A drop of evils, or a little 

evilness can corrupt everything. 
 

The Ghost appears.  Hamlet calls on heaven to protect him. He is determined to address the 

Ghost whether it comes from heaven or hell. He wants to know why the Ghost is walking 

around after it received a proper burial. He also wonders why the Ghost is dressed in armour. 

The Ghost beckons Hamlet to follow him. Marcellus and Horatio warn Hamlet not to follow the 

Ghost. The Ghost may lead Hamlet to the edge of the cliff and then change into something 

evil that will make Hamlet fall over the cliff. Hamlet is determined to follow the Ghost. He pulls 

out his sword and is prepared to kill anyone who tries to stop him.  Hamlet follows the Ghost 

and Horatio and Marcellus follows Hamlet and the Ghost. 
 

Act 1 Scene 5 

The Ghost wants to know if Hamlet will take revenge if he hears what he has to say. The 

Ghost cannot tell Hamlet anything about where he is now but he can tell Hamlet how he got 

there. The Ghost says he is Hamlet’s father. He has been stung by a serpent. The serpent is 

a symbol used for Claudius and refers to the serpent in the Garden of Eden. It refers to 

satanic works. Poison was poured into his ear when he was sleeping in the garden. Claudius 

poured the poison in his ear. Hamlet now also hears that Claudius has seduced Gertrude 

while King Hamlet was still alive. Claudius not only committed incest by marrying Gertrude, he 

has also committed adultery.  The Ghost wants Hamlet to take revenge against Claudius but 

Hamlet must leave his mother alone. The Ghost wants to leave Gertrude to be judged by 

heaven and her own devices. The Ghost leaves. 
 

Hamlet swears to take revenge. He even writes it down as a promise. Marcellus and Horatio 

is glad to find Hamlet alive. Hamlet refuses to tell them what the Ghost said. Hamlet does tell 



Horatio that it is an honest Ghost. He makes all of them promise to never reveal to anyone 

that he has spoken to the Ghost or that they have seen the Ghost. The Ghost makes them all 

swear by their swords that they will not reveal these events to anyone.  Hamlet also asks 

Horatio to never doubt him, even if he behaves strangely in future. Hamlet says he may have 

to behave strangely if he wants to find out the truth.  

 

KNOW THAT… (Act One) 
 

 The appearance of the Ghost is disturbing, because he looks like the late King, and this is 

taken to be a sign of trouble coming, related to the recent disputes between the late King and 

Norway. The ghost is an omen or a portent (warning) of an upheaval in Denmark. ‘Something 

is rotten in the state of Denmark.’ 

 Denmark is preparing for war because Fortinbras of Norway is getting ready to attack in 

revenge for his father’s death and has demanded the return of land. 

 It is less than two months after the death of Hamlet’s father, and Hamlet resents the hasty 

marriage between his uncle and his mother. 

 Hamlet feels so depressed that he is held back from suicide only by the knowledge that it is 

a sin. The affairs of the world seem sordid to him and his mother’s behavior in marrying 

Claudius so soon after he death of his father appalls (horrifies) him. 

 Hamlet takes the news that his father’s spirit has appeared in armour as a sign that all is 

not well. It makes him suspect (‘doubt’) that there has been some foul play. 

 Both Laertes and Polonius warn Ophelia that Hamlet’s protestations of love for her may be 

insincere, and that he may just want to seduce her. 

 According to Ophelia, Hamlet’s intentions are wholly honourable and supported by ‘holy 

vows of heaven’. Neither has she, not Laertes nor Polonius, produced any evidence that 

Hamlet is insincere. 

 Claudius is supremely self-confident, and is driven by lust for power, wealth, and the 

pleasures of the flesh (wine, women and song). All he does is geared towards self-

gratification. In contrast, Hamlet lives in an interior, intellectual world: he is beset by doubts as 

he attempts to maintain worthy morals and correct behavior. He is a reasoning, melancholic 

(sad) intellectual. 

 The Ghost tells Hamlet of his murder and enjoins him to revenge, which Hamlet undertakes 

to do. It appears he does not take the apparition completely on trust, though, and has grave 

doubts about what he has seen. 

 Later events in the play show that Hamlet does not simply go off and kill the allegedly guilty 

parties, but tries to get them to reveal their guilt. (This is referred to as Hamlet’s DELAY)  
 

PASSAGES TO NOTE: 

Conflict between Hamlet and his mother and stepfather: 1.2.65-120 “A little more than kin 

… I shall in all my best obey you, madam.” 

Hamlet’s first soliloquy: 1.2. 129-159 “O, that this too too sullied flesh … I must hold my 

tongue.” 



       
 

Act 2 Scene 1 

The scheming Polonius sends a spy to check on the ways of his son - Laertes in Paris. 

Immediately after the servant-spy leaves, Ophelia enters and gives Polonius the latest, 

troubled information about Hamlet. Ophelia said she was sewing in her room when Hamlet 

entered with his shirt open, his hat off, his stockings dirty and undone. Hamlet said nothing, 

just took Ophelia’s hand, looked at her and left. Ophelia tells Polonius that she did reject 

Hamlet’s letters as her father ordered her. Polonius is certain that Ophelia’s rejection of 

Hamlet has made him mad. 
 

Act 2 Scene 2 

This is the longest scene in the play. It is a scene in which Hamlet’s lack of progress in 

fulfilling the revenge plan is highlighted. The scene starts with Claudius instructing two of 

Hamlet’s friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to spy on Hamlet. Hamlet proves too clever 

for them with the result that he discovers the true purpose of their mission. This saddens 

Hamlet even more. The arrival of the Players stimulates Hamlet’s emotions and he attempts 

to make a positive move towards his goal of revenge by initiating his plan of the play-within-

the-play which he hopes will lead Claudius into a confession of his guilt. 
  

Valtemand also returns with news from Norway. He says the King of Norway stopped his 

supplies to Fortinbras. He also said that Fortinbras has decided not to attack Denmark, but to 

focus his attentions on Poland. When the King of Norway heard that Fortinbras was going to 

attack Poland, he gave Fortinbras three thousand crowns and the right to employ soldiers. 

Polonius informs Gertrude and Claudius that he knows why Hamlet is mad. He shows them 

the letters Hamlet wrote to his daughter and how Hamlet behaved the last time towards 

Ophelia. He tells them that Ophelia rejected Hamlet’s love. 
 

Hamlet enters and hears how Polonius, Claudius and Gertrude plan to trap him with Ophelia. 

Hamlet makes his presence known and the King and Queen leave thinking Hamlet knows 

nothing of their plan. Hamlet enters into a wordplay with Polonius. Polonius tells him of the 

arrival of the Players.  Hamlet also meets Rozencrantz and Guildenstern and realise they are 

there to spy on him.  
 

As Polonius introduce the actors, Hamlet asks one of them recite a speech. The player recites 

the speech where Pyrrhus takes revenge. The player becomes so passionate that he gets 

tears in his eyes.  
 

Hamlet gives a long soliloquy at the end wherein he wonders why he takes so long to take 

revenge. He has reason to act passionately but cannot. He compares his actions with Pyrrhus 

and the Player that recited the story. He has more reason to be passionate than the Player 

who only recited the story but the Player seems more passionate than Hamlet. Pyrrhus also 

seemed to have more passion for his revenge that Hamlet has. Hamlet questions his lack of 

actions. He decides he will first find prove that the Ghost told the truth and then he will act. He 



thinks up the scheme of the play-within-a-play. Hamlet decides to try and trick Claudius into 

admitting the truth aby ordering the players to perform a play in which a King is murdered 

using the same method Claudius supposedly used to kill his brother.  

 

KNOW THAT… (Act Two) 
 

 Ophelia is agitated because Hamlet has appeared before her in disarray, and has behaved 

oddly. 

 Hamlet’s behavior seems to indicate that he is mightily upset, and it appears that this is 

caused by the ban on Ophelia having further contact with him. However, Hamlet has decided 

to behave oddly in order to further his plans to entrap Claudius, so this episode marks the 

opening move in his strategy of appearing somewhat mad. 

 Polonius intends to prove that Hamlet’s rejection by Ophelia is the cause of his madness. 

He instructs Ophelia to meet Hamlet in the lobby and to talk to him in a way which Polonius 

will direct. The King and Polonius will have stationed themselves behind the arras so that they 

can overhear the conversation.  

 Claudius has summoned Hamlet’s friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to court in the 

hopes that they will be able to discover the cause of Hamlet’s eccentric behavior. 

 Hamlet’s realizes the reason for Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’s return, and forces them to 

admit it. 

 This confirms his loss of faith in human nature – he sees their arrival as one more devious 

move by Claudius, and also a betrayal by his friends. 

 When the Players arrive, Hamlet compares the display of passion by the actor, who has no 

cause for the feeling of emotion, to his own lack of displayed passion. This leads him to 

rebuke himself for his lack of action in righting the wrongs about which he feels passionately. 

 Hamlet then reflects further and realizes that his intellectually planned course of action is 

the correct one, although less satisfying to the passions.  

 Hamlet needs the Players to help expose the guilt (or otherwise) of Claudius, because he 

is not prepared to take the words of the Ghost completely on trust, and he plans to present a 

play which will shock Gertrude and Claudius by reconstructing the crime which the Ghost 

maintains that they have committed. Hamlet hopes to be able to tell from their behavior 

whether or not they are guilty. 
 

PASSAGES TO NOTE: 

The Player’s speech: 2.2.416-445 “Anon he finds him … As low as to the fiends!” 

Hamlet’s soliloquy: 2.2.492 -548 “O, what a rogue and pleasant slave ... the conscience of 

the king.” 

 

 

Act 3 Scene 1 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern report to Gertrude and Claudius that they cannot find out why 

Hamlet acts mad.  They inform Claudius and Gertrude that Hamlet is planning a play. 



Polonius says that Hamlet invited them all and the Hamlet expects the King and Queen to be 

present. Claudius is delighted with the play because he thinks it will distract Hamlet.  
 

Claudius, Gertrude and Polonius instruct Ophelia to read a book. They will hide when Hamlet 

approaches Ophelia.  In line 50 Claudius reveals his guilt to the audience. Ophelia must then 

try to find out if Hamlet is mad because she rejected him. Hamlet knows about this trap. In 

this scene he gives the famous To Be or Not to Be speech.  Hamlet contemplates whether he 

should act or not, whether he should live or die. Ophelia approaches Hamlet and returns his 

letters to him. Hamlet remembers that this is a trap and begins to insult Ophelia. He 

expresses all the anger he has towards his mother, on Ophelia, because he knows his mother 

is listening. Ophelia is quite shocked and does not know what is going on. Hamlet also makes 

it sound as if he had slept with Ophelia because he knows Polonius is listening and he wants 

to shock Polonius by calling Ophelia a prostitute.  

 

Claudius is convinced by this that Hamlet is not crazy because of love. He knows Hamlet is 

brooding over something in his soul and decides that he will send Hamlet off to England. 

Polonius is still convinced that Hamlet is upset because of love. He proposes a second plot 

wherein Gertrude must call Hamlet to her room after the play. Polonius would then hide 

behind curtains to hear the conversation? They all agree to this. 
 

Act 3 Scene 2 

Hamlet advises the actors on how to act out the play. His interaction with the players shows 

him as his normal self. Hamlet makes sure from Polonius that Gertrude and Claudius will 

attend the play. Horatio arrives. Hamlet tells Horatio to watch Claudius’s face for any signs of 

discomfort or guilt. During the play Hamlet is again insulting Ophelia and playing with her 

feelings while he watches the King. When the poison is poured into the Player King’s ear, 

Claudius rises to his feet, pale. He leaves. Hamlet knows he is guilty.  Guildenstern then 

informs Hamlet that the Queen wants to see him in her chambers. Hamlet also expresses that 

he would be able to take revenge now that he knows the Ghost told the truth. 
 

Act 3 Scene 3 

Claudius orders Rosencrantz and Guildentstern to take Hamlet to England and they must give 

a letter to the King of England when they arrive.  Polonius informs Claudius that he is going to 

Gertrude’s room to wait for Hamlet and Gertrude. Claudius confesses his guilt and how it 

makes him feel. Claudius cannot pray but he still kneels. Hamlet approaches Claudius and 

wants to kill him. He thinks Claudius is praying and stops. He does not want Claudius to go to 

heaven. Ironically Hamlet could have killed Claudius because Claudius was not really praying, 

but Hamlet did not know that.  
 

Act 3 Scene 4 

Polonius tells Gertrude where he will be hiding. Hamlet arrives. Hamlet orders his mother to 

sit. Gertrude is scared and calls for help. Polonius cries out behind the curtains. Hamlet thinks 

it is Claudius and kills him.  Gertrude says that Hamlet has committed a foul deed. Hamlet 



says it is not as foul as murdering a king and marrying his brother. Gertrude is shocked as 

Hamlet reveals the truth to her. The Ghost appears to Hamlet alone and reminds Hamlet that 

Gertrude is not his target. Gertrude does not see the Ghost and thinks Hamlet is truly mad. 

Hamlet orders Gertrude to do nothing. She must act as if she is Claudius’s happy wife. 

Gertrude is confused about Hamlet’s mental state. 
 

Hamlet drags Polonius’s body away. 

 

 

KNOW THAT… (Act Three) 

 

 Hamlet’s “To be, or not to be” speech considers his two main options: to endure patiently 

the difficulties which beset him; or to struggle against them. Which is better: passive 

acceptance or active resistance? He considers that too much thought inhibits action. 

 Hamlet decides to act, but to remain within the bounds of his conscience. – to attempt to 

verify the changes of the Ghost, but not commit any sin by wreaking revenge. Hamlet feels 

under pressure to kill Claudius himself, but this is a difficult task for a scholar who seems to 

favour the intellectual life. 

 Hamlet shows that he is cautious, by determining to verify the charges made by the Ghost, 

although they are in tune with his own dislike of Claudius. He is not overly hasty or rash, 

because some time has passed since the appearance of the Ghost. He is thoughtful in 

considering the options which are open to him, including that of doing nothing, or going back 

to Wittenberg. 

 Hamlet’s anger towards Ophelia seems to be the anger caused by despair – it appears that 

even Ophelia has turned against him, and plotted with her father and Claudius. 

 Claudius does not believe that Hamlet’s strange conduct stems from unrequited love, and 

he senses possible danger, so determines to send Hamlet to England. 

The Play: By making the events in the play reconstruct the alleged crime of Claudius, to 

which Gertrude was an accessory, Hamlet hopes to shock them into betraying their guilt by 

some visible or audible reaction. 

 When Claudius abruptly leaves the performance of the play, Hamlet takes his distress as 

sufficient corroboration of the accusations of the Ghost that Claudius had murdered King 

Hamlet. The prince is excited at the thought that the plan has succeeded, the guilt of Claudius 

is confirmed, and revenge must now be taken.  

When Hamlet gets the opportunity to kill Claudius while he is praying, he decides not to 

because he doesn’t want Claudius’ soul to go straight to heaven. Ironically, Claudius is not 

really penitent, merely afraid of punishment. 

 Polonius decides to hide behind the arras in Gertrude’s chamber so that he can overhear 

her attempting to draw out Hamlet with a view to discovering what is bothering him. 

 When Hamlet takes action for the first time, thinking that he is killing Claudius and taking 

revenge, he kills the wrong man in haste – very unlike the thoughtful, anguished Hamlet 

whom we have seen thus far.  



 Gertrude tries to justify to herself and to Hamlet her actions in marrying Claudius. She feels 

that this is not really Hamlet’s business, and that he therefore has no reason to reprimand 

her. She recognizes, however, that her action in marrying Claudius followed too soon upon 

the death of King Hamlet. 

 Hamlet has changed into a man of action and passion at this point – he acts quickly, killing 

Polonius, and the way he rants (tirades) at Gertrude is filled with the passion he had earlier 

thought he lacked. 

 

 
 

PASSAGES TO NOTE: 

Hamlet’s soliloquy: 3.1.56-88: “To be, or not to be ... lose the name of action.” 

Claudius’ soliloquy: 3.3.36 – 72 “O, my offence is rank ... All may be well.” 

Hamlet’s confrontation with his mother: 3.4.29 – 96 “A bloody deed – almost as bad ... No 

more, sweet Hamlet.” 
 

Act 4 Scene 1 

Gertrude tells Claudius that Hamlet is as mad as the sea and that he has killed Polonius. 

Claudius comforts Gertrude and says they will shop him off right away. Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern are sent to find Hamlet. 
 

Act 4 Scene 2 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern find Hamlet. Hamlet acts crazy and they chase him around. 

 

Act 4 Scene 3 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern return with Hamlet but without the body of Polonius. Hamlet is 

brought before Claudius. He tells them where the body of Polonius is. Claudius informs 

Hamlet he will be sent to England for his own safety. As all leave, Claudius reveals that 

Hamlet will be killed in England.  
 

Act 4 Scene 4 

We meet up with Fortinbras again. This scene gives the reason for Fortinbras’s appearance 

at the end of the play. Hamlet, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern meet Fortinbras’s army. Hamlet 

discovers that they are going to fight Poland for a worthless piece of land. Hamlet compares 

their passion to own a worthless piece of land, with his own lack of passion to take revenge.  

The scene ends where Hamlet comments on his lack of passion to take revenge. Everyone 

else seems to act passionately, only he, who has more reason to act with passion, lack it.  
 

Act 4 Scene 5 

Gertrude is informed that Ophelia is mad. When she heard of her father’s death, she lost her 

senses.  Claudius orders everybody to watch Ophelia closely.  
 

Laertes arrives at the castle to take revenge. He thinks Claudius is to blame for his father’s 

death and wants to kill him. Laertes is blind with revenge. He is willing to kill all his father’s 



enemies. Compare Laertes’s passion to take revenge, with Hamlet’s lack of passion to take 

revenge. Laertes finds out it is not Claudius who killed his father. When Laertes sees Ophelia 

he is even more upset and ready to take revenge. Claudius urges Laertes to bury his father 

first. 
 

Act 4 Scene 6 

Horatio receives letters from Hamlet informing him that he has escaped.  Hamlet has send 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to England where they will be killed. 

 

Act 4 Scene 7 

Claudius informs Laertes that the person who killed Polonius, was after his own life.  Claudius 

receives letters from Hamlet that he is on his way back. Claudius is now glad Laertes is there 

because it seems as if Laertes will take care of Hamlet for him.  Claudius wants to know if 

Laertes will follow his orders if he allows Laertes to take revenge. Laertes obeys.  Claudius 

tests how eagerly Laertes wants to take revenge and he tries to find out how good Laertes is 

with his sword. When he is satisfied that Laertes is good and passionate, he orders Laertes to 

stay in his room when Hamlet returns. He will get Laertes when the time is right.  

 

Claudius will organize a sword fight with Hamlet, only as a sport. The foils are supposed to be 

protected, but Claudius will make sure Laertes gets a sharp foil.  To make sure that Hamlet 

will die, Laertes must soak the point in poison.  They will also have another back-up plan. If 

Laertes is not successful in hitting Hamlet, they will poison one cup of wine. When they are 

tired and Hamlet calls for a drink, Claudius will give Hamlet the poisoned cup and Hamlet will 

die.  

Gertrude now enters with the news that Ophelia has drowned.  Laertes is now even more 

inspired to take revenge. 
 

KNOW THAT… (Act Four) 
 

 Claudius realises that Hamlet is becoming more of a danger to him personally, and 

determines to take drastic steps to remove the danger. He plans to send letters to England 

which denounce Hamlet as a traitor, and which request the English to execute him. 

 Hamlet has guessed that Claudius wants to be rid of him. 

 Gertrude and even Claudius are moved at the sight of Ophelia – a sad thing to see a young 

woman who has suffered so much that she has lost her Wits, especially when she has done 

nothing to deserve her fate.   

 Laertes returns to Elsinore, highly over-excited and incensed with rage, demanding to 

know the circumstances of his father’s death. When he pledges himself to revenge, Claudius 

undertakes to assist him. Laertes then sees that Ophelia has gone mad, and this serves to 

intensify his desire for revenge. 

 Laertes wants revenge at any cost – he is a man of passion and action and Claudius’ plan 

offers him the opportunity to satisfy his need for revenge without suffering any consequences 

in terms of public justice.  



 We learn that Hamlet has escaped from the ship sending him to his death in England, and 

that Ophelia has drowned while trying to hang her garland of flowers over the river.  
 

 

 

PASSAGES TO NOTE: 

Hamlet’s soliloquy: 4.4.32 -66 “How all occasions do inform against me. ... or be nothing 

worth.” 

Claudius and Laertes on revenge, and the news of Ophelia’s drowning: 4.7.105 – 181 

“Laertes, was your father dear to you? ... To muddy death.” 
 

 

Act 5 Scene 1 

Two clowns (gravediggers) are seen digging a grave. They are here to relieve the tension. 

Hamlet and Horatio meet them. They all make fun of a skull that is found in the ground and 

asks them whose grave they are digging?  A procession enters the graveyard.  Hamlet is 

surprised to see the King and the Queen in the procession.  Laertes is informed that his sister 

should be buried in unsanctified ground and that he should be glad for the type of funeral she 

is receiving.  Hamlet realizes it is Ophelia who has died and jumps in the grave with her. 

Laertes also jumps in the grave and they both profess their love for Ophelia. They fight in the 

grave. The King orders someone to take them apart. Hamlet says that he will fight Laertes 

when it comes to who loved her the most. Hamlet challenges Leartes to show him what he is 

prepared to do for the dead Ophelia. Take note that Hamlet lacks no passion when it comes 

to the dead Ophelia, but when it comes to taking revenge, he lacks passion.  Claudius orders 

Horatio to look after Hamlet.  
 

Act 5 Scene 2 

Hamlet tells Horatio that he found a letter with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern that ordered his 

death in England.  Hamlet took the letter and wrote a new letter in which he ordered the death 

of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  Hamlet had his dead father’s seal in his purse and sealed 

the letter with that. The next day they were attacked by pirates. Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern were taken to England and Hamlet brought back to Denmark. Horatio now 

begins to realize what a villain Claudius is. Horatio realizes that Claudius will soon find out 

who was killed in England. Hamlet would have to act.  Osric, a smarmy courtier (creepy 

person), enters and tells him the King would like to see Hamlet fight Laertes with the sword.  

The King placed a wager on the outcome of the fight. This fight is just a type of sport.  
 

Horatio warns Hamlet that he will lose against Laertes. Hamlet says he won’t because he has 

been practising every day since Laertes has left for France.  Hamlet realizes this a chance to 

take revenge on Claudius. If it is not now, he will get his chance. 
 

Hamlet apologizes to Laertes for killing his father.  Laertes pretends to forgive Hamlet. Hamlet 

now thinks all is fine between him and Laertes and asks for the foils. Laertes chooses a foil, 

but does not like it, he picks up the poisoned foil from the table. Hamlet picks his foil.  The 



King orders glasses of wine to be put there for when the fighters are thirsty.  Hamlet gets one 

point. The King drinks to Hamlet. He takes a jewel and tells Hamlet it is his. He puts the jewel 

in a glass of wine, poisoning the wine.  He orders that the cup be given to Hamlet to drink. 

Hamlet says he will fight the second round first before he drinks. Hamlet gets a second point.  

Claudius pronounces that Hamlet will win. Gertrude goes to Hamlet and cleans the sweat 

from his brow. She drinks the wine from Hamlet’s cup. Claudius warns Gertrude not to drink, 

but it is too late. She takes another drink and offers the cup to Hamlet. Hamlet refuses and 

says he dares not drink. Laertes tells the King that he will hit Hamlet now, but strangely 

enough he will feel guilty doing it. They fence the third round with no one getting a point. They 

stop. Suddenly Laertes jumps forward and wounds Hamlet. Hamlet becomes enraged.  

Hamlet attacks Laertes. The Queen falls. Hamlet wounds Laertes.  Laertes confesses that he 

is killed with his own tricks. The Queen calls out that the drink was poisoned and dies. Hamlet 

calls out treason. Laertes tells Hamlet that his sword was poisoned. Hamlet takes Laertes’s 

sword and kills Claudius with his own poison. Everyone calls out treason because the King is 

killed. Hamlet forces Claudius to drink the poisoned wine. Laertes dies. Hamlet falls.  
 

Horatio also wishes to die but Hamlet begs him to live on and tell the true story in order to 

clear Hamlet’s name. In his dying breath he names Fortinbras as his successor to the throne 

of Denmark and the play ends with Fortinbras ordering a full military funeral to honour Hamlet. 

Horatio promises to tell all the truth. Fortinbras orders four Captains to carry Hamlet off . 

For ‘he was likely, had he been put on, /To have prov’d most royal…’ But perhaps Hamlet had 

already proved himself a King. 
 

KNOW THAT… (Act FIVE ) 
 

 The grave being dug is for Ophelia, though Hamlet doesn’t know yet that she is dead.   

 When Hamlet leaps into her grave after Laertes, he maintains that his love for Ophelia was 

much greater than that of any brother. He sees Laertes’ grief as possible hypocrisy. 

 We learn more about Hamlet’s escape from the ship, where he substituted his own letter 

for the one written by the King, thus causing the deaths of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. 

 Knowing that Claudius conspired to plan his death, he now feels completely justified in 

acting to kill the King. 

 Hamlet has no further doubts, and is engaged on a course of vigorous action – unlike 

earlier on when he was beset by doubts. 

 At the duel between Hamlet and Laertes, Claudius insists on the drinking so that Hamlet’s 

performance will be affected by the poisoned drink. He has had one attempt to kill Hamlet 

misfire, and he wants to make sure of things this time. 

 Claudius’ plan to kill Hamlet succeeds, though not as he had intended. What goes wrong is 

that Gertrude is killed by the poison, and Laertes reveals the details of the plot before he dies. 

 Hamlet finally kills Claudius, thus avenging the deaths of both his parents. 

 Fortinbras’ arrival at this point serves to give another twist to the theme of revenge, since 

the events at the Danish court have provided a form of divine (heavenly) retribution for the 

death of his father at the hands of King Hamlet. 



 Fortinbras is the figure who will restore order and take over the ruling of Denmark. 
 

PASSAGES TO NOTE: 

The Grave diggers dialogue is a parody of Hamlet’s soliloquies regarding suicide. , where 

they debate the spiritual consequences of suicide: 5:1 1 – 30 “is she to be buried in Christian 

burial that willfully seeks her own salvation [who take her own life]”   

 

Hamlet once again focusses on issues of life and death where he recognizes that in death 

everyone is the same: 5:1 2 180 - 211“  

 

The debate around how Ophelia dies continues to raise questions around Heaven and Hell. 

5:1 218 – 233 “her death was doubtful/ And by that great command o’ersways the order/She 

should in ground unsanctified have lodged…” 

Hamlet and Laertes at Ophelia’s grave: 5.1.206-246 “O, treble woe…I’ll rant as well as 

thou.” 

 Hamlet’s apology to Laertes: 5.2.195 -213 “Give me your pardon … hurt my brother.” 

 Fortinbras’s return and consequent restoration of Denmark. 5:2 306 – 358. 


