
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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WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE 

Hamlet, Prince of Denmark  (from Act III, Scene 4)

Hamlet	� Look here, upon this picture, and on this, 
The counterfeit presentment1 of two brothers. 
See, what a grace was seated on this brow2; 
Hyperion’s curls; the front of Jove3 himself; 
An eye like Mars4, to threaten5 and command; 
A station6 like the herald Mercury7 
New-lighted on a heaven-kissing hill; 
A combination and a form indeed, 
Where every god did seem to set his seal8, 
To give the world assurance of a man: 
This was your husband. Look you now, what follows: 
Here is your husband; like a mildew’d ear9, 
Blasting10 his wholesome11 brother. Have you eyes? 
Could you on this fair mountain leave to feed12, 
And batten13 on this moor14? Ha! have you eyes? 
You cannot call it love; for at your age 
The hey-day in the blood is tame15, it’s humble, 
And waits upon the judgment: and what judgment 
Would step from this to this? (…)

Queen	  
Gertrude	� O Hamlet, speak no more: 

Thou turn’st16 mine eyes into my very soul; 
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1.	 counterfeit presentment: perfect 
resemblances (immagini fedelissime).

2.	 brow: the upper part of the face (fronte).
3.	 Jove: the king of the gods in Greek mythology.
4.	 Mars: the Greek god of war.
5.	 threaten: give aggressive warning (minacciare).
6.	 station: bearing (portamento).
7.	 Mercury: the mythological messenger of the 

gods, who was swift and graceful.
8.	 set... seal: made his mark (messo il suo sigillo).

9.	 mildew’d ear: mouldy grains of corn (spiga 
muffosa).

10.	 Blasting: making ill (che infetta).
11.	 wholesome: healthy (sano).
12.	 leave... feed: stop feeding (smettere di nutrirti).
13.	 batten: get fat (ingrassare).
14.	 moor: wild and infertile land (brughiera).
15.	 The... tame: passion has faded (la passione si è 

placata).
16.	 Thou turn’st: archaic for ’You turn’.

	 3	 Read the extract. Are Hamlet’s words more concerned with his father’s murder or his mother’s 
marriage to Claudius?
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And there I see such black and grained17 spots 
As will not leave their tinct18.

Hamlet	�� Nay, but to live 
In the rank19 sweat of an enseamed20 bed, 
Stew’d in corruption21, honeying and making love 
Over the nasty sty22, —

Queen	  
Gertrude	� O, speak to me no more; 

These words, like daggers, enter in mine23 ears; 
No more, sweet Hamlet!

Hamlet	� A murderer and a villain; 
A slave that is not twentieth part the tithe24 
Of your precedent lord; a vice of kings25; 
A cutpurse26 of the empire and the rule, 
That from a shelf the precious diadem27 stole, 
And put it in his pocket!

Queen	  
Gertrude	 No more!
Hamlet	� A king of shreds and patches28, —

[Enter Ghost.]

	� Save me, and hover o’er29 me with your wings, 
You heavenly guards! What would your gracious figure?

Queen	  
Gertrude	 �Alas, he’s mad30!
Hamlet	� Do you not come your tardy31 son to chide32, 

That, laps’d33 in time and passion, let’s go by 
The important acting of your dread command? 
O, say!

Ghost	� Do not forget: this visitation 
Is but to whet thy almost blunted purpose34

17.	 grained: deep (profonde).
18.	 will... tinct: will not be washed away (non si 

possono togliere).
19.	 rank: rotten (marcio).
20.	 enseamed: greasy (unto).
21.	 Stew’d... corruption: wallowing in corruption 

(crogiolata nella corruzione).
22.	 Over... sty: in pig manure (nel letame di maiale).
23.	 mine: archaic for ’my’.
24.	 tithe: worth (valore).
25.	 a... kings: a bafoon of a king (una parodia di un re).
26.	 cutpurse: thief (ladro, tagliaborse).

27.	 diadem: crown (corona).
28.	 of... patches: patched up like a clown (di toppe 

e stracci).
29.	 hover o’er: float above (libratevi su).
30.	 Alas, he ’s mad!: Gertrude thinks Hamlet is 

going mad because she is not able to see the 
ghost.

31.	 tardy: late-acting (riluttante).
32.	 chide: tell off (rimproverare).
33.	 laps’d: inconstant (debole, non proficuo).
34.	 Is... purpose: is simply to fire your 

determination to take action (serve soltanto a 
incitarti ad agire).
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	 4	 Consider Hamlet’s strong feelings about his mother’s behaviour. 
a.	 Focus on lines 1-13. Here Hamlet points out the qualities of his father and compares him to Claudius.

	– To which figures from mythology does Hamlet compare his father?
	– Which qualities do these comparisons suggest in his father?
	– Which words in reference to Claudius recall the idea of corruption and disease?

b.	 In lines 13-19, Hamlet passes judgment on his mother.
	– Why does Hamlet ask his mother if she has eyes?
	– What does he say cannot be the cause of her rash behaviour? Why?

c.	 In lines 20-38, Gertrude pleads with Hamlet to cease his diatribe but Hamlet cannot stop himself.
	– How does Gertrude take up the idea of disease and corruption once more?
	– Which words show Hamlet’s disgust of his mother’s sexuality?
	– �In Hamlet’s final outpouring, who is the “murderer”, “villain”, “slave”, “vice of kings”, “cutpurse of the 
empire” and who is the “precious diadem”? Which other title does Hamlet give Claudius?

d.	 In lines 39-47 the ghost enters the scene and says why he has come back.
	– What reason does he give? Did Hamlet suspect that was the reason?
	– How can you tell from the text that Gertrude cannot see or hear the ghost?

	 5	 Draw conclusions. Use your answers to exercise 4 and write a short, cohesive paragraph describing 
Hamlet’s feelings. 
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