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 the text. Which part of the summary does it refer to?

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE

(from Act IV, Scene 7)

[Enter QUEEN.]

KING
QUEEN

LAERTES
QUEEN

LAERTES
QUEEN

How now, sweet queen!

One woe doth tread upon another’s heel,

So fast they follow: — your sister’s drown’d, Laertes.
Drown’d! O,where?

5 There is a willow grows aslant’ a brook,

That shows his hoar” leaves in the glassy stream,;
There with fantastic garlands did she come

Of crowflowers’, nettles, daisies, and long purples,
That liberal shepherds give a grosser name,

10 But our cold maids do dead men’s fingers® call them.
There, on the pendant boughs her coronet weeds
Clamb’ring to hang, an envious sliver® broke;
When down her weedy trophies and herself
Fell in the weeping brook. Her clothes spread wide;

15 And, mermaid-like, awhile they bore her up;
Which time she chaunted snatches of old tunes;
As one incapable of her own distress,

Or like a creature native and indu’d
Unto that element: but long it could not be

20 Till that her garments®, heavy with their drink,
Pull’d the poor wretch from her melodious lay
To muddy death.

Alas, then she is drown’d?
Drown’d, drown’d.

aslant: across (attraverso). sliver: branch (ramo).

hoar: greyish, white (grigiastri). indu’d: old word meaning ’'native to

’

crowflowers: crowfoots (ranuncoli). (nativa di).
dead...fingers: orchis (orchidee selvatiche). garments: clothes (vestiti).
coronet weeds: crown of wild flowers (corona lay: song (canto).

di fiori selvatici).
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LAERTES 25 Too much of water hast thou, poor Ophelia,
And therefore I forbid my tears: but yet
It is our trick'’; nature her custom holds,
Let shame say what it will: when these are gone,
The woman will be out”. — Adieu, my lord:
30 T have a speech of fire, that fain'* would blaze,
But that this folly doubts it*.

[Exit.]
KING Let’s follow, Gertrude;

How much I had to do to calm his rage!

Now fear I this will give it start again;

35 Therefore let’s follow.

[Exeunt.]
trick: habit (abitudine). fain: gladly (volentieri).
The...out: I'll stop acting like a woman, e.g. this...it: these foolish tears drown it out
crying so much. (queste sciocche lacrime lo spengono).

Read the text again. Where in the text do you discover the following? Write the line references.

- Before Ophelia’s death, there has been another tragedy for Laertes. Lines
- Ophelia has drowned in a small river. Lines
- Ophelia came to the river carrying garlands of flowers. Lines
- She was trying to hang the flowers on a willow tree when she fell into the water. Lines
- At first Ophelia was not alarmed, she sang to herself as her clothes kept her afloat. Lines
- Eventually the wet clothes pulled her down under the water. Lines

— Claudius is worried that Laertes is so angry that he will lose control
and do something he will regret. Lines

Which aspects of Ophelia’s character come across from the summary and from the text(s) you have
read? Choose from these options and explain your choices.

young
cruel easily influenced deceitful
naive mad desperate
indifferent passionate romantic
weak torn

frail dutiful

Draw conclusions. Use the words you have chosen and your explanations from exercise 5 to write a
short, cohesive paragraph about Ophelia.



