Introduction to Hamlet

As you read the play or watch the movie, put yourself into Hamlet’s shoes.
You are a prince of Denmark, 30 years of age or less.  Your father is this fabulous king who has won many victories. You adore him. Your mother is a beautiful queen. She raised you herself and you are closer to her than to anyone.  

When you are away at university in another country, the King suddenly dies. Arriving home, you find that your father’s brother, your uncle, has been crowned as the new king.  What is more, he has married your mother! And then a ghost appears who looks just like your father. He says that your uncle killed him! The ghost/father demands that you avenge his murder.

It is medieval times, the 14th and 15th centuries (1300 to 1499 C.E.).  The king is the government.  You can't go to the district attorney or to the courts and ask for help. These institutions, as we know them, don't yet exist. You can't go to your mother, your uncle's new wife.  By religious teaching and by custom, wives must obey their husbands without question.  
And besides, your uncle is not a bad king.  He's popular at court and with the people.   Finally, it's the Middle Ages and it is believed that the devil is a force in the world that tries to seduce people into sin. What if the ghost has been sent from Hell to lead you into the sin of murdering your uncle?  What if your uncle had nothing to do with your father’s death. 
As you read the play or watch the movie think about what the play tells us about revenge and ask yourself the following questions:
1.  How does the law of unintended consequences operate in this play?

2. Compare the characters of Laertes and Hamlet.  What actions do they take to avenge the murders of their fathers and what happens to them as a result?
3. Is Hamlet a tragic hero? If so, what makes him a tragic hero?
4. All tragic heroes have a “tragic flaw” – some characteristic which dooms him or her.  If Hamlet is a tragic hero, what is his flaw? 
5. How does Hamlet grow through the course of the play?  Is there any relationship between this growth and his tragic flaw?

6. The character of Hamlet has been criticized for hundreds of years for not acting more quickly.  How would the character of Hamlet have been different if he had killed Claudius earlier?
7. For each murder in the play, describe your instinctive reaction to whether it was or was not justified. 


8. What was Shakespeare trying to tell us in this play? 
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