Hamlet Discussion Questions
Jot down notes in response to each of these questions while we talk about them in class. Although I will not take up your notes, you should be able to reproduce the details of our lectures and discussions. (And you will be asked to do so during the fifth six weeks.) Therefore, taking notes is not optional—take good ones. 
1) I.i, The Disordered City: Examine the very first lines of the play. What is odd about who calls and who responds?  What is the perceived threat at the beginning of the play? Why does Claudius become king? Where was Hamlet before being called back to Elsinore? 

2) I.ii: Examine Claudius’s initial speech, looking particularly at his syntax as he announces his marriage. What type of sentence is this? What effect does he want this announcement to have? What does this tell us about Claudius as a character? 

3) I.ii: Examine Hamlet’s early speeches. What does his mother suggest he do, and why does he refuse to do it? Relate his behavior to Freud’s statements in Mourning and Melancholia. Who or what is Hamlet mourning? Particularly, look at 1.2.133-164, the “too, too sullied flesh” soliloquy. Simply, why is Hamlet so upset about his mother’s marriage? Less simply, how have his father’s death and his mother’s marriage influenced Hamlet’s view of the world? 

4)  I.ii: What is Hamlet doing still in Elsinore? 

5) Hamlet says he will put on an “antic disposition” (I.v.196)—act as if he is mentally disturbed. Why? Judging from his early words, what part of his later behavior is acting, and what is real? Look especially at his confrontation of his mother (III.iv), his treatment of Ophelia (III.i), and his speech to Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (II.ii). 
6) I.ii, I.iii, II.i, II.ii: What do we know about parent/child relationships in Elsinore? What do parents want from their children? What responsibilities or freedoms do they give their children? What do they want for their children’s futures? Think about Hamlet, but think also about Laertes and Ophelia. (For me, this is the most important question in the play.) 

7)  I.v: Look at the language that the ghost uses. Why does he relate his death to Hamlet so vividly? (What kind of parent is he to Hamlet?) We’ll look at DIDLS: Diction, Imagery, Detail, Language, and Syntax. 
8)  In I.iv.100, Marcellus says: “something is rotten in the state of Denmark” (I.iv.100). What does he mean? In what other ways is Denmark rotten? Is Elsinore healthy for Hamlet, or unhealthy? Why?
9) I.i I.iv, I.v: How do we read the ghost differently depending upon whether we are Protestant or Catholic? (Where does he “come from” and what does this mean about what he says?)

10) Act I: Why does Hamlet not kill Claudius immediately upon learning of the Ghost’s story? What does this tell us about Hamlet’s character?
11) III.i.56-on: Does Hamlet know that he is being watched?  If so, when does he figure it out? How does the meaning of the “to be or not to be” soliloquy change if Hamlet knows he’s being overheard?
12)  II.i, III.i, III.iv and elsewhere: and Judging from the things that Hamlet says about/to Gertrude and Ophelia, what does Hamlet think about women, and why? (This is his “womb to tomb” mentality.) (Also see II.ii.535) 
13)  III.ii: Examine the play within a play carefully. Why does Claudius get so upset? How does Hamlet interpret his reaction? (Does Horatio confirm Hamlet’s observation?) What must the court interpret as Hamlet’s message to Claudius?
14) Where are the divides between seeming and being in this play? What kinds of things seem to be true, but may or may not be true? How does this issue make Hamlet’s search for proof difficult, perhaps even maddening?

15)  Why doesn’t Hamlet just kill Claudius, already? Why delay after seeing the ghost (I.v, II.ii.605)? Why feign madness? (What is his goal?) Why delay after seeing the play (III.ii, III.iii.75)? Why toy with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (III.ii), and eventually kill them? 
16) What is Hamlet’s view of Gertrude, and why does he think this? Does Shakespeare invite us to share his view, or suggest an alternate reading? To what extent are the events of the play Gertrude’s fault? To what extent does she redeem herself? What are we then meant to think about women?
17)  I.iv, II.ii (Hamlet and Polonius), and elsewhere: What view do the characters in the play (Hamlet, Laertes, and Polonius, but others as well) have of sex? (What circumstances might alter Hamlet’s view of sex?) Does Shakespeare agree, or are we meant to think that Hamlet’s view is flawed? 
18)  I.iv, II.ii: Which actions of Ophelia’s, in the first half of the play, are highly questionable? What does Hamlet say to her as part of his “antic disposition,” and which words does he genuinely mean?  
19)  IV.v, IV.vii, V.i: Why does Ophelia go insane? (Does she commit suicide or not?) What are we then meant to think about women? 
20)  What does Hamlet’s “womb to tomb” or “living is sinning” mentality say about women? 
