AP English: Hamlet
Background: Hamlet is Shakespeare’s most discussed play, and Hamlet is probably his most discussed character.  In part, all this discussion is a tribute to Shakespeare’s genius; in part, it represents irresolvable questions in the play itself. Hamlet vacillates between sensitivity and intellectual acuity on one hand and coarseness, brutality, and lack of remorse on the other.  

Two things you must know about beliefs and values in the Elizabethan Age: 

1. A son had an inviolable obligation to seek revenge on his father’s murderer. 

2. Ghosts weren’t always trustworthy.  They could be hallucinations, spirits with work they wished to complete, spirits signifying something, or devils disguised as dead people.  In this latter case, a person committing murder at a devil-ghost’s bidding put his own soul in mortal danger. 

Reading Notes:
To get the most out of reading Hamlet, we will be reading quite a bit of the play aloud in class, and you will complete reading each act on your own.  For each Act, you will keep a handwritten reading log on the following topics. (You may type it if you prefer. . . .) You will use the notes as the basis for group discussion on the day following the reading homework.  I will not be collecting these notes, but I will check to see that they are complete each time.
1) Who’s who—jot down brief notes about each main character as they appear in the play.  Consider their relationships, their role in the enfolding drama, their personality and appearance, etc. 

2) Clarification questions—what parts were confusing, what words didn’t you understand, what events or background information do you wonder about, etc. 

3) Key passages: As you look back on this act, what 2-3 passages stood out and why? 

4) Themes: Consider the following list of themes in Hamlet and write about how one of these themes makes its appearance in this act.  What are the characters’ actions saying about this theme? 

Disillusionment/Betrayal

Stereotypical Sex Roles

Suicide and Morality

Duty and Responsibility

Honor

Twists of Fate

Corruption in Society

Madness

Appearance vs. Reality

Love and Marriage

5) Personal Reaction: What are your overall impressions about the reading? Likes, dislikes, connections, judgments about characters, predictions, etc.--or you might choose to write responses to one of the “study questions” on the back of this handout. 
Structure of the Play 

Reading Schedule
Act I: 5 scenes (pgs. 7-69)
By Weds. 10-22 read, take notes, & prepare for quiz
Act II: 2 scenes (pgs. 73-119) 
By Thurs. 10-23 read, take notes, & prepare for quiz
Act III: 4 scenes (pgs.123-185)
By Fri. 10-24 read, take notes, & prepare for quiz
Act IV: 7 scenes (pgs. 189-235)
By Mon. 10-28 read, take notes, & prepare for quiz 
Act V: 2 scenes (pgs. 239-287) 
By Tues. 10-29 read, take notes, & prepare for quiz

Unit Product Assignments: 

1. Socratic Seminar: Wednesday, 10-30 (Guiding questions passed out on Tuesday, 10-29)

2. In-class AP-style Free Response Essay (Thursday, 10-31)

Hamlet Study Guide
There are a million questions relevant to this play, but the following topics/questions are particularly worthy of your consideration. 

1. Images to watch: ears, poison, infection, revenge, secrecy, madness, appearance vs. reality, play vs. act. 

2. Consider the ghost.  Should Hamlet believe him? Is he really Hamlet’s dad? How does your belief in him affect your reading of the play?

3. Is there really a ghost at all?  Even if an actor portrays him (as is usually done), how do you know that he is really there for Hamlet? Does the ghost ask Hamlet to do anything that has not already occurred to Hamlet? Is Hamlet sane? Are we watching/reading real, historical events or simply a play within Hamlet’s mind? 

4. What exactly does the ghost order Hamlet to do? How well does Hamlet follow orders?

5. Compare the 3 men of action of this play—Hamlet, Laertes, and Fortinbras.  How successful is action versus contemplation in this play?

6. Consider Hamlet’s “friends”—Horatio, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern.

7. Consider the Claudius-Gertrude relationship.  Did Gertrude know of Claudius’ murder of her first husband? What (if anything) is Gertrude guilty of in the play? 

8. Watch out for the enormous amount of play-acting within the play.  Many characters are forced to put on an act.  How does all of this relate to the play-within-a-play in Act III? Why is this mini-play at the center (literally) of Hamlet? 

9. In the performance of the play-within-the-play, Hamlet assumes that a guilty man, seeing his guilt enacted before him in a drama, will be forced to somehow display his guilt.  Do you think this assumption is reasonable? This idea happens to be a belief of many of the Puritan drama critics of Shakespeare’s age; they feared that the sight of evil on a stage would force the audience to go out and commit evil. The playwrights responded by saying that the sight of goodness would cause goodness and the sight of evil would shame a person into confessing his crime.  What does Shakespeare seem to think? 

10. The $10,000 question—What, exactly, is rotten in the state of Denmark?

11. How does Ophelia relate to Hamlet? What is her purpose in the play?  Does he really ever love her? Does she ever really love him? 

12. Consider the roles of the two Gravediggers. How does their dialogue serve a purpose other than comic relief? 

The BIG QUESTION: Why does Hamlet delay so long? Is Hamlet really mad? Does Hamlet have an Oedipal Complex? Is Hamlet a victim of a melancholic humor? As we read & discuss the play, consider these theories:

1) The Romantic View: Hamlet is a dreamer incapable of acting.  He simply doesn’t have it in him to act quickly and decisively because his thinking usurps his energy. He must confront the difference between his idealized concept of the world and the ugliness of the reality around him before he can fit into his world and act upon it.

2) The Melancholy View: Hamlet suffers from melancholic humor.  He is physically and mentally ill—out of balance—and so cannot act.

3) The Oedipal-Complex View: Hamlet is overly attached to his mother, has suppressed that love because of its forbidden and unacceptable nature, and delays in killing Claudius because of identifying with Claudius, who has murdered Hamlet’s father and married his mother.  

4) The Moralistic View: Hamlet is ambitious but morally concerned.  He delays because he knows that ambition rather than moral duty motivates him. He is concerned with the moral state of his soul, and by extension, the moral state of Denmark.

