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HAMLET ACT ONE

Study Questions

Act I, Scene I

1. 
The first scene is the exposition of this play.  We learn much about the conditions in 


Denmark.

a) 
According to Horatio why is Denmark in a state of preparation for war?

b) 
How do the first two lines indicate to the reader or audience that something is

 amiss?

c) 
What is “this thing” that the soldiers are talking about?

2. 
Horatio refers to a time when “the mightiest Julius fell”.  To what is he referring?

3. 
What evidence is there that Horatio is of superior class to the guards?

4. 
How are the ghost’s entrances made impressive?

5. 
What features of this first scene are designed especially to attract the audience’s 


attention?

ACT I  

Scene II

King Claudius, with Gertrude, is holding court in a room of state in the castle.  In his 

opening speech he deals with two matters:  his marriage to his brother’s widow, and

 his answer to young Fortinbras’ demands.

1. 
What does he say about each of these items?

2.    
Claudius then gives Laertes permission to return to Paris, and turns to Hamlet.  


Obviously Hamlet is not pleased with his mother’s hasty remarriage.  The marriage

 
of a widow to her dead husband’s brother was usually forbidden.  From a moral

 
point of view, it was regarded as a sister to her husband’s brother.  Hamlet admits

 
his close relationship to Claudius yet censures it as unnatural.  Quote the words


he uses.

3. 
Gertrude and then Claudius tells Hamlet not to mourn so for his father’s death.  


Each in turn next asks him to stay at home instead of returning to his studies at

 
Wittenberg.  Hamlet says he will obey, but he does not agree.  How does Hamlet


snub Claudius in his replay?

4. 
How does Claudius intend to celebrate Hamlet’s decision to stay in Denmark?

In the soliloquy which follows Hamlet reveals something of his grief.  He censures

 his mother’s hasty marriage to Claudius, and looks upon it as incestuous.  He 

tells us that his father has been dead for less than two months and his mother has 

already remarried.

5. 
When Hamlet is interrupted by Horatio and the two sentries, he greets them quite courteously.  Obviously Horatio is a student friend of Hamlet.  How do we know?

6. 
When Horatio has told Hamlet of the ghost, Hamlet wants to know all about its


 dress appearance.  Satisfied that the ghost is indeed of his dead father,  Hamlet


 decides to watch that night with the soldiers to see if the ghost will walk again.  


Hamlet’s questions about the ghost’s appearance lead him to draw two 


conclusions.  What are they?

7. 
From what you have seen of Claudius in this scene, what kind of person do you


 thing he is?
ACT I, SCENE III

In this scene, we see how closely knit is the family of Polonius.  Laertes first gives advice to Ophelia regarding Hamlet’s show of affection towards her.

1. 
Why does Laertes doubt Hamlet’s sincerity?

Polonius enters and offers Laertes a “few precepts”.  Many of them have become 

quite well known over the past four hundred years.  As soon as Laertes leaves, 

 Polonius become very inquisitive.  When Ophelia tells him the gist of Laertes’
advice, he emphasizes the danger in accepting Hamlet’s tenders.  He commands 

Ophelia to break with Hamlet and like all dutiful children, she obeys.  Obedience

 was expected of children in Elizabethan days, but Cordelia in King Lear, Juliet in

 Romeo and Juliet, and Desdemona in Othello were well-loved Shakespearean

heroines who obeyed their hearts dictates rather than their fathers.

2.      What evidence is there that Polonius himself was a worldly man?
ACT I, Scene IV and V

While Hamlet, Horatio, and Marcellus watch in the cold night air, King Claudius holds 

his drunken revels.  Hamlet condemns these carouses, because he feels it is too soon 

after his father’s death to be celebrating.

1. 
What other reasons does he give to condemn such celebrations?

2. 
The ghost appears and beckons Hamlet to follow, but Horatio tries to dissuade him. 

 
Why?

3. 
The ghost almost immediately charges Hamlet with a task.  What is it that he asks

 
Hamlet to do?
4. 
What comments by Hamlet suggests that he suspected Claudius of murdering his

 
father?

5. 
Describe briefly how Claudius carried out the murder of King Hamlet.
6. 
Was Hamlet’s mother unfaithful to his father?  Quote lines from the ghost’s speech

 
which answer this question.

7. 
When Horatio and Marcellus join Hamlet, he swears them to secrecy.  Is there any 


evidence that Hamlet is going to pretend to be insane?  
Hamlet learns that his father was murdered and that his mother went astray with Claudius before her husband died.  He is asked to revenge the death of his father.  He promises to do so, to forego all other pursuits, to give over all other thoughts and memories, to concentrate on revenge.  When the ghost goes away, he makes Horatio and Marcellus swear secrecy no matter how strangely they see Hamlet act;  no matter how mad he may appear.

We have learned in Act I that some things are rotten in the state of Denmark.  We have learned that Prince Hamlet not only mourns the loss of a father, but also is denied the solace of carrying on in his father’s state of king;  Prince Hamlet lost the election to his uncle, Claudius.  We have learned that Claudius, in spite of the contempt of Hamlet, is an able, shrewd man and also a smooth and smiling villain. We suspect that both the Queen and Polonius threw in their influence on the side of Claudius when the nobles elected him king.  We wonder what will become of the love affair of Hamlet and Ophelia, this puts the word of her father before the word of her own heart.  We wonder what Hamlet plans.  We know that the king is protected always, and we think that a shrewd king like Claudius will see that the assassin’s hand cannot reach him either in the day or in the night.  Hamlet has indicated to Horatio and Marcellus that he might act oddly, strangely, eccentrically,

 or madly.  If he does so, they must keep quiet.  

The play, then, has been marked as a revenge play.  Prince Hamlet, brooding over the death of his father, hurt by the conduct of his mother, is given the task of revenge on a crafty, able king who is guarded at all times.

Meanwhile, Polonius is setting traps.  He instructs Reynaldo to set traps to induce the friends of Laertes to talk freely so that he may learn how Laertes is behaving.  Reynaldo has obviously heard all this before.  Laertes has been to France before and Polonius has had Reynaldo spy upon his son before.
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