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HAMLET ACT TWO

ACT II, Scene I

1. 
Ophelia comes in with a rather strange report of Hamlet’s actions.  We know he 

has said he may pretend to be mad, but this seems almost too much for pretense. 

 Describe his actions as told by Ophelia.

2. 
What explanation does Ophelia give for Hamlet’s actions?

3. 
What is Polonius’ interpretation?

4. 
What do you think was Hamlet’s reason for coming to Ophelia at this time?

You will notice that this scene ends with a couplet.  Since there were no curtains on the

 Elizabethan stage to signal scene changes, the playwright had to include certain clues in

 the actor’s speeches to remind the other players as well as the audience that a scene was about to end.  Watch for these couplets throughout the rest of the play.

ACT II, Scene II

If King Claudius is the villain depicted by the Ghost, it is probably that Hamlet’s life is in

danger, and that Claudius has kept him at the court because he would be out of reach at Wittenberg University.  Claudius cannot feel secure on the throne while the former King’s son is alive.  If the Ghost has spoken truth, Claudius is not the kind of man to let  another take the throne peacefully - he will not lightly step aside.

Because he is not secure, he is trying to determine why Hamlet is acting so strangely.  

For this reason he asks Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to trap Hamlet into revealing his

purpose in acting so strangely.  Perhaps he is not convinced that Hamlet is genuinely

mad.

1. 
Gertrude sees Hamlet’s madness as a very simple and honest reaction.  What is her

 explanation of Hamlet’s behaviour?

2. 
The ambassadors from Norway seem to be intruding on the play.  Why has 

Shakespeare allowed such an intrusion?

3. 
Polonius then gives his message to the king.  Although he says, “I will be brief”, he is

 far from it.  Give the gist of his message to Claudius (excluding Hamlet’s letter).

4. 
What trap does Polonius set for Hamlet?

5. 
Hamlet enters and Polonius engages him in conversation, thinking he is indulging a 

madman.  Then  he leaves and Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have a go at Hamlet, but 

they are as unsuccessful as Polonius was in getting information from him.  Is Hamlet truly mad at this point, or is he just pretending?  Justify your answer with evidence from the play.

6. 
What trap does Hamlet intend to set?

7. 
In his soliloquy at the end of Act II, Hamlet chastises himself rather severely.  What

 does he say of himself?  Does he deserve such chastisement?

8. 
In Act I we saw the first confrontation of the two characters of the play.  Claudius 

seemed to have the upper hand.  He was king, very confident, shrewd and active.  

Hamlet, on the other hand, was passive and seemingly lost in melancholy.

In Act I, the fundamental struggle has been advanced further.  What changes in the relative positions of the two adversaries, if any, have occurred?  What are the relative positions of each?

Act II opens with an interesting question of the King to his two spies, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Hamlet’s false friends.  Claudius asks them if they cannot by  roundabout methods get from Hamlet why he puts on this confusion.  Does the King realize it is being put on?  Guildenstern evidently believes Hamlet is mad, for he says that Hamlet keeps aloof, with a “crafty madness”.

Before the exit of the two spies, we have an example of dramatic irony.  When 

Polonius says that Hamlet had asked him to beseech their majesties to see the play,

Claudius answers:


With all my heart; it doth much content me


To hear him so inclined.
We know that the play is the thing by which Hamlet is to find out if the Ghost has spoken the truth in saying that Claudius had murdered Hamlet’s father.  Claudius does not know; it would not content him in the least if he knew why Hamlet wants him to see the play.

In Scene I, a trap is laid for Hamlet.  Polonius is to “Loose his daughter” to Hamlet, and does so after putting a prayer book into her hand.  Let us look back to Act II, scene II.  If it is Hamlet’s custom to walk four hours together in the lobby where the King and Queen talk to Polonius, is there any reason why Hamlet should not have overheard the whole plot?  We are not, to be sure, told that he did, but he could have done so.

In some productions of the play, the director has Hamlet catch a glimpse of the shadows of Claudius and Polonius just before he asks Ophelia,  “Where is your father?”  In others, Polonius, sticks his head out from behind the curtain just before this question so that Hamlet sees him.  Ophelia’s lie thus convinces Hamlet of her falsity, and he feigns madness all the more.

Let us look closely at the scene between Ophelia and Hamlet.  It is possible that he knows why she is there.  It is possible that when Hamlet told Polonius not to let his daughter walk in the sun, he knew the trap.  Remember that Hamlet is suspicious.  He may have seen that Ophelia was not acting herself, and may have guessed the 

rest.  His speech beginning, “Get thee to a nunnery”  is largely for the king to hear. He serves notice on the king that the king had better beware of the madman  “I am very proud revengeful and ambitious”:
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