MAIN AUTHORS AND TEXTS
_/ DRAMA

William Shakespeare (1564-1616)
Hamlet, Prince of Denmark

1 Read the section introducing William Shakespeare (Stream, pages 87-88) and complete the
accompanying exercises.

2 Read the summary of the play.

/SUMMARY * Hamlet, the King of Denmark, has died and his ghost has been seen walking
the ramparts of Elsinore castle at night. Prince Hamlet has been called back to Elsinore from
university for his father’s funeral, but, to his disgust, he has also been present at his mother’s
marriage to his uncle Claudius,who has been crowned the new king.

He meets his friend Horatio who tells him that his father’s ghost has been seen walking the
castle ramparts. Hamlet decides to go that night. There he hears that his father did not die
a natural death, he was murdered by Claudius. Hamlet intends to revenge his father’s death
but keeps putting off the final deed. Eventually, convinced of Claudius’ guilt,he confronts his
mother, Gertrude, with the truth. She seems penitent, but nothing really changes. Ophelia,
rejected by Hamlet and grieving her dead father (Hamlet killed him in the belief that he
was Claudius) goes mad and drowns in the river. Her brother, Laertes, swears to revenge the
death of his sister and his father. Claudius uses the opportunity to plot Hamlet’s death by
organising a duel between Hamlet and Laertes. He poisons Laertes’s sword so that when it
pricks Hamlet, he will die.To make sure of his target, Claudius also puts poison into a goblet
of wine for Hamlet to drink.

At the sword fight Gertrude, Laertes, Claudius and Hamlet all die. Gertrude drinks the
poisoned wine, Laertes wounds Hamlet with the poisoned sword and Hamlet wounds both
Claudius and Laertes with the same.
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Read Hamlet’s famous monologue. How often do the words “die” and “death” occur?

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

C)

Film Clip
Hamlet, by Franco
Zeffirelli (Soliloquy)

HAMLET

[Enter Hamlet.]

(from Act lll, Scene 1)

To be, or not to be: that is the question:

Whether ’tis nobler in the mind to suffer
The slings and arrows’ of outrageous fortune?,
Or to take arms against a sea of troubles,

5 And by opposing end them? To die: to sleep;
No more; and by a sleep to say we end
The heart-ache and the thousand natural shocks
That flesh is heir to?, ’tis a consummation
Devoutly to be wish’d. To die, to sleep;

10 To sleep: perchance to dream: ay, there’s the rub’;
For in that sleep of death what dreams may come
When we have shuffled off this mortal coil®,
Must give us pause: there’s the respect
That makes calamity of so long life®;

15 For who would bear the whips and scorns® of time,
The oppressor’s wrong, the proud man’s contumely,
The pangs’® of dispriz’d” love, the law’s delay,
The insolence of office and the spurns
That patient merit of the unworthy takes,

20 When he himself might his quietus make
Wwith a bare bodkin'*? who would fardels bear”,
To grunt and sweat under a weary life,

slings...arrows: here, attacks’.

outrageous fortune: terrible luck.

That... to: which humans must suffer (che sono
il destino dell’essere umano).

a consummation: an end, a solution.

there’s... rub: that’s the dilemma.
shuffled...coil: managed to die.

respect: reason (motivo, remora).

That...life: which makes a long life distressful
(rende dolorosa una vita lunga).

bear...scorns: put up with the torments.
pangs: pains (dolori).

dispriz’d: archaic for ’despised’.

spurns: rejections (rifiuti).

his...make: conclude his affairs, here, 'kill
himself’.

bare bodkin: a simple dagger (un semplice
pugnale).

fardels bear: carry heavy burdens (porterebbe
pesanti fardelli).
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But that the dread'® of something after death,
The undiscover’d country from whose bourn
25 No traveller returns, puzzles the will
And makes us rather bear those ills we have
Than fly to others that we know not of?
Thus conscience does make cowards of us all;
And thus the native hue of resolution
30 s sicklied o’er”” with the pale cast of thought,
And enterprises of great pith and moment
With this regard their currents turn awry*,
And lose the name of action.

But...dread: if it wasn’t for the terrible fear sicklied o’er: rendered pale like a sick person
(se non fosse per la paura). (impallidisce come un malato).

bourn: region (luogo). pith...moment: importance.
the...resolution: the natural colour of firm their...awry: they are distracted from their
decision. course (sono distratte dal loro corso).

Read the text again. The speech shows both the depth of Hamlet’s despair and his philosophical,
contemplative nature.

a. Read the paraphrase of the content.

b. Add the line references.

- Line Hamlet asks himself whether he should live or die.

- Lines He asks himself if better alternatives might be either to meekly submit to his
cruel destiny or to fight against it.

- Lines His thinks again of dying and how it would put an end to all his suffering.

- Lines He thinks about what might come after death and how it might be even worse
than life.

- Lines He thinks of all the negative aspects of life and asks who would not prefer to kill
himself rather than put up with it all.

- Lines He comments that the only reason that we put up with our sad lives is because
we are afraid of the unknown, what lies after death.

- Lines He concludes that this fear of the unknown makes us all irresolute cowards who

are afraid to act.

Analyse language.
a. Find expressions associated with the idea of pain and suffering and with fighting.
b. What view of life and death are put over in Hamlet’s monologue?

Read the summary of how the play goes on and ends.
a. What convinces Hamlet of his uncle’s guilt?
b. How does Hamlet finally get his revenge?
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Draw conclusions. Read or review the characteristics of the tragic hero. Link them to the character of

Hamlet.

A tragic hero / heroine:

is of high social rank (a nobleman, king, queen, warrior, prince, princess, etc.);

lives a doomed life. His / Her destiny draws him / her inevitably to disaster;

is psychologically complex. His / Her personality is multi-faceted and develops in the course of the
play;

has a weakness or shortcoming in his / her personality or commits an error of judgment which
precipitates his / her fate. It is often referred to as the 'tragic flaw’;

uses a heightened language which suits his / her intensity of feeling, wit, intellect;

uses monologue or soliloquy to reveal his / her feelings and thoughts and their complexity.
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