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

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

1

2 Read the summary of the play.

accompanying exercises.

/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 the extract from the play Hamlet. Prince Hamlet has said that he is going to feign madness

(“.. put on antic disposition...”) in order to hide his purpose. A little later, Ophelia joins her father, the

Lord Polonius.
a. How is Ophelia feeling?

b. What has caused these feelings?

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

[Enter Ophelia.]
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(from Act Il, Scene 1)

How now, Ophelia! what’s the matter?
Alas, my lord, I have been so affrighted!
With what, i’ the name of God?
My lord, as I was sewing in my chamber,
Lord Hamlet, — with his doublet all unbrac’d’;
No hat upon his head; his stockings foul’d?,
Ungarter’d, and down-gyved to his ankle;
Pale as his shirt; his knees knocking each other;
And with a look so piteous in purport
As if he had been loosed out of hell
To speak of horrors, — he comes before me.
Mad for thy love?
My lord, I do not know;

But truly, I do fear it.

What said he?
He took me by the wrist,and held me hard;
Then goes he to the length of all his arm,;
And with his other hand thus o’er his brow,
He falls to® such perusal of my face
As he would draw it. Long stay’d he so;
At last, — a little shaking of mine arm,
And thrice his head thus waving up and down, —
He rais’d a sigh so piteous and profound
As it did seem to shatter all his bulk
And end his being; that done, he lets me go;
And,with his head over his shoulder turn’d,
He seem’d to find his way without his eyes;
For out o’ doors he went without their help,
And to the last bended their light on me.
Come, go with me: I will go seek the king.
This is the very ecstasy of love;

his...unbrac’d: his shirt undone (con la camicia foul’d: dirty (sporche).

shottonata).

He... to: he starts to (comincia a).
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OPHELIA

LorD POLONIUS

[Exeunt.]

fordoes itself: self-destructs

(si auto-danneggia).

heed: notice (attenzione).

Read the text again.

30 Whose violent property fordoes itself’,
And leads the will to desperate undertakings,
As oft as any passion under heaven
That does afflict our natures.I am sorry, —
What, have you given him any hard words of late?
35 No, my good lord; but, as you did command,
I did repel his letters,and denied
His access to me.
That hath made him mad.
I am sorry that with better heed’ and judgment
I had not quoted him: I fear’d he did but trifle®,
40 And meant to wreck thee; but, beshrew my jealousy!
It seems it is as proper to our age
To cast beyond ourselves in our opinions
As it is common for the younger sort
To lack discretion. Come, go we to the king:
45 This must be known; which, being kept close’,
might move
More grief to hide than hate to utter love.

he...trifle: he was only playing with you (voleva
soltanto divertirsi).
kept close: kept secret (tenuto segreto).

Identify the lines in which Ophelia says the following:

- he was pale and trembling;

- his clothes were dirty and in disarray;

- the expression on his face was one of horror;
- he held her arm and scrutinised her face;

- he sighed deeply;

- he left, keeping his eyes on her all the time.

b. Polonius reads the symptoms and makes a diagnosis. What is it?

c. Polonius also asks Ophelia if she has treated Hamlet badly recently, using “hard words”. What does

Ophelia reply? How does Polonius react to her answer?

Hamlet appeared in her bedroom; Lines

Lines
Lines
Lines
Lines
Lines
Lines
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Draw conclusions by reflecting on the following issues.

a. Some critics say that Hamlet is not feigning madness, he is truly unstable and depressed. What do
you think?

b. When Polonius reports Hamlet’s state to the king, he says that the Prince:

(¢4 Fell into a sadness, then into a fast,

Thence to a watch, thence into a weakness,

Thence to a lightness, and by this declension,

Into the madness wherein he now raves. b)) (1.2146-150)

Does the description sound to you like the progression of a real mental illness? Find out about
depression. Do you get the impression that Shakespeare was informed about depression and its
phases?
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