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William Shakespeare's "Hamlet" is one of his most renowned tragedies, rich with themes of
revenge, madness, and morality. Act 1 sets the stage for the unfolding drama, presenting
key characters, initial conflicts, and the ghostly presence that drives the narrative. This
reading guide provides answers and insights into the critical elements of Act 1, enhancing
comprehension and appreciation of the text.

Overview of Act 1

Act 1 of "Hamlet" introduces us to the Danish court, where political instability and personal
grief intertwine. The act establishes the mood of uncertainty and foreboding that
permeates the play. The key events include the appearance of King Hamlet's ghost, the
introduction of Prince Hamlet's melancholic state, and the themes of betrayal and
corruption within the royal family.

Key Characters Introduced

1. Hamlet: The protagonist and Prince of Denmark, Hamlet is shown as deeply affected by
his father’s death and mother’s hasty remarriage.
2. Claudius: Hamlet’s uncle, who has married Queen Gertrude shortly after the death of
King Hamlet. He is both a political leader and a potential antagonist.
3. Gertrude: Hamlet’s mother, whose quick remarriage to Claudius becomes a source of



conflict for Hamlet.
4. Polonius: The Lord Chamberlain of Claudius’s court, he is the father of Ophelia and
Laertes and serves as a counselor to the King.
5. Ophelia: Polonius’s daughter, who is romantically involved with Hamlet and is caught in
the turmoil of the royal family.
6. Laertes: Ophelia’s brother, who warns her about her relationship with Hamlet.
7. Horatio: Hamlet’s loyal friend and confidant, who first sees the ghost.
8. The Ghost: The apparition of King Hamlet, who reveals the truth about his death to
Hamlet.

Summary of Key Scenes in Act 1

Scene 1: The Ghost Appears

The play opens on a cold night at Elsinore Castle. The guards, Francisco and Barnardo,
encounter Horatio and discuss the appearance of a ghost resembling the deceased King
Hamlet. The scene sets a tone of unease and skepticism.

- Key Elements:
- Establishes the supernatural theme.
- Introduces the ghost and hints at unresolved issues surrounding the King’s death.
- The ghost’s appearance raises questions about loyalty and the political climate of
Denmark.

Scene 2: Hamlet’s Grief and Claudius’s Speech

In the second scene, Claudius addresses the court, expressing his sorrow over the former
King’s death while also celebrating his own marriage to Gertrude. Hamlet is visibly upset
and feels alienated.

- Key Points:
- Claudius’s dual role as both a ruler and a usurper is highlighted.
- Hamlet’s soliloquy reveals his deep mourning and disgust over his mother’s quick
remarriage.
- The contrast between public appearances and private feelings is established.

Scene 3: Laertes and Ophelia’s Conversation

Laertes prepares to return to France, and Polonius gives him advice. He warns Ophelia to
avoid a romantic relationship with Hamlet, emphasizing the difference in their social
standings.

- Key Themes:



- Family dynamics are explored through the relationship between Polonius and his children.
- The advice given by Polonius is both practical and laden with irony, as it foreshadows the
tragic events that will unfold.

Scene 4: The Ghost Calls Hamlet

Hamlet, Horatio, and Marcellus encounter the ghost of King Hamlet. The ghost beckons
Hamlet to follow it, which raises concerns for Horatio and Marcellus.

- Significance:
- The ghost’s invitation signifies the beginning of Hamlet’s quest for truth and revenge.
- The tension between reason and the supernatural is palpable as Hamlet decides to follow
the ghost.

Scene 5: The Ghost Reveals the Truth

In the final scene of Act 1, the ghost reveals to Hamlet that he was murdered by Claudius.
This revelation fills Hamlet with anger and a desire for revenge.

- Key Revelations:
- The ghost’s description of the murder sets the stage for Hamlet’s internal conflict and
moral dilemmas.
- The demand for revenge propels Hamlet into a state of inaction, setting up the central
conflict of the play.

Thematic Elements in Act 1

Act 1 introduces several themes that will be developed throughout the play:

Revenge and Justice

The theme of revenge is central to Hamlet's character arc. The ghost’s call to avenge his
murder creates a moral quandary for Hamlet, who grapples with the implications of seeking
vengeance.

Madness and Grief

Hamlet’s profound grief manifests as a sense of madness. His interactions with other
characters reveal his internal struggle, questioning whether his sorrow will lead to genuine
madness or be a façade to achieve his goals.



Corruption and Decay

The imagery of decay permeates Act 1, especially in Hamlet’s reflections on his mother’s
marriage and Denmark’s political climate. The ghost’s appearance symbolizes the
corruption within the state and foreshadows the chaos to come.

Important Quotes and Their Analysis

- “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark.” - Marcellus
- This quote encapsulates the theme of corruption and foreshadows the moral decay that
will unravel throughout the play.

- “Frailty, thy name is woman!” - Hamlet
- Hamlet’s lament over Gertrude’s actions reflects his disillusionment with women,
complicating his relationships with both his mother and Ophelia.

- “The serpent that did sting thy father’s life now wears his crown.” - Ghost
- This line highlights the betrayal felt by the ghost and sets the stage for Hamlet’s quest for
revenge against Claudius.

Discussion Questions

1. How does Shakespeare use the ghost to set the tone for the play?
2. In what ways does Act 1 establish the theme of appearance versus reality?
3. How do the relationships between Hamlet, Gertrude, and Claudius complicate the
narrative?
4. What role does the supernatural play in shaping the characters’ actions and motivations?

Conclusion

Act 1 of "Hamlet" is crucial in establishing the intricate web of relationships, themes, and
conflicts that define the play. The ghost’s arrival serves as a catalyst for the events to
come, while Hamlet’s character is shaped by his grief, moral dilemmas, and the corrupt
environment of the Danish court. Understanding these elements is essential for a deeper
appreciation of Shakespeare's exploration of human nature, vengeance, and the
complexities of the human psyche that resonate throughout the play. As we delve further
into "Hamlet," the groundwork laid in Act 1 will prove vital in unraveling the tragic tale of
betrayal and revenge.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the significance of the ghost in Act 1 of Hamlet?
The ghost represents the unresolved issues surrounding King Hamlet's death and serves as
a catalyst for the unfolding events in the play, prompting Hamlet to seek revenge.

How does Hamlet's state of mind in Act 1 reflect the
themes of the play?
Hamlet's feelings of despair, confusion, and betrayal illustrate the themes of madness,
mortality, and the quest for truth that are central to the play.

What role does Gertrude play in Act 1, and how does
her character influence Hamlet?
Gertrude's hasty marriage to Claudius deeply disturbs Hamlet, contributing to his feelings
of disgust and betrayal, and complicating his emotional turmoil.

How does the setting of Elsinore contribute to the
atmosphere in Act 1?
The setting of Elsinore, a castle, creates a sense of confinement and surveillance, which
enhances the themes of corruption and deceit present in the play.

What advice does Polonius give to Laertes before he
leaves for France?
Polonius advises Laertes to be true to himself, to avoid borrowing or lending money, and to
keep his friends close but be wary of them, emphasizing the importance of reputation and
wisdom.

What is the relationship between Hamlet and Horatio in
Act 1?
Hamlet and Horatio share a close friendship based on mutual respect and loyalty. Horatio
serves as a confidant to Hamlet, particularly regarding the ghost's appearance.

How does Claudius attempt to establish his authority in
Act 1?
Claudius tries to assert his power by addressing the court with a speech that justifies his
marriage to Gertrude and attempts to maintain stability in the kingdom after King Hamlet's
death.

What is Hamlet's reaction to the ghost's revelation in
Act 1?
Hamlet is initially shocked and skeptical but becomes determined to uncover the truth
about his father's death and to seek revenge against Claudius.



How does the theme of appearance versus reality
manifest in Act 1?
The theme is evident in how Claudius presents himself as a caring king while concealing his
guilt, and in Hamlet's feigned madness as he plots his revenge.

What does Hamlet mean by the phrase 'something is
rotten in the state of Denmark'?
This phrase reflects Hamlet's sense of corruption and decay in Denmark's political and
moral landscape, suggesting that there are deeper issues at play beneath the surface.
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1、《哈姆雷特（Hamlet）》是由威廉·莎士比亚创作于1599年至1602年间的一部悲剧作品。 戏剧讲述了叔叔克劳狄斯谋害了哈姆雷特的父亲，篡取了王位，并娶了国王的遗孀乔
特鲁德；哈姆雷特王子因此为父王向叔叔复仇。 2、《奥赛罗》是其著名的四大悲剧之一。

莎士比亚的哈姆雷特里有哪些名言？_百度知道
Mar 30, 2013 · 简介： 《哈姆雷特（Hamlet）》是由英国剧作家 威廉·莎士比亚 创作于1599年至1602年间的一部悲剧作品。戏剧讲述了叔叔克劳狄斯谋害了哈姆雷
特的父亲，篡取了王位，并娶了国王的 遗孀 乔特鲁德；哈姆雷特王子因此为父王向叔叔复仇。

莎士比亚四大悲剧四大喜剧的名字 中英文的！_百度知道
Nov 21, 2008 · 1、四大悲剧是：《哈姆雷特》Hamlet（ 哈姆雷特）《奥赛罗》Othello（奥瑟罗）King Lear（李尔王）《李尔王》King Lear（李尔
王）。 2、四大喜剧是：《仲夏夜之梦》》 A Midsummer Night's Dream《皆大欢喜》As you like it《第十二夜》Twelfth Night《威尼斯商人》
The merchant of Venice。 扩展资料 莎士比亚的戏剧个个 ...

一百个人心中有一百个哈姆雷特是什么意思 - 百度知道
1、《哈姆雷特（Hamlet）》是由英国剧作家威廉·莎士比亚创作于1599年至1602年间的一部悲剧作品。 戏剧讲述了叔叔克劳狄斯谋害了哈姆雷特的父亲，篡取了王位，并娶了国
王的遗孀乔特鲁德；哈姆雷特王子因此为父王向叔叔复仇。

如何评价饥荒新DLC《饥荒：村落 (Don’t Starve: Hamlet)》？
このページでは、新しいDLC「Don't Starve: Hamlet」についての評価と感想を共有しています。
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谢邀 乡 - township/town 镇 - town/small city 自然村 - village/hamlet 行政村 - administrative village 组 - 中国的“村小组”
没有英文翻译， 我们还会叫 village/hamlet 生产队 - production brigade 自治区 - autonomous region 自治州 - autonomous
prefecture 州 - prefecture 县 - county 市 - city 省 - province 特别行政区 - special administration region ...

这个定语从句怎么分析啊，you may be sure后面咋还有个谓语呢？ …
Hilton is building its own hotel there, which you may be sure will be decorated with Hamlet
Hamburger Bars 好办， 你把you may be sure去掉你看句子意思有变化吗？ 没有！ 这就是表强调的一个插入成分，直接拿掉就可以了。 which-- 关系代词
定语从句中做主语，指代的就是希尔顿酒店，后面是 被动语态。

怎么理解哈姆雷特中那一句“脆弱啊，你的名字是女人”? - 知乎
Gertrude是Hamlet的妈妈，Claudius的妻子；Ophelia是Polonius的女儿，Laerties的妹妹以及Hamlet的小情人。 莎士比亚在塑造
像Hamlet一样复杂的人物形象的同时完全忽略了对女性形象的塑造。 尤其是Ophelia：她在这部剧中的角色就是Hamlet的陪衬和玩物，毫无自己的性格。
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