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There’s matter in these sighs, these profound heaves. You must translate.


’Tis fit we understand them.


(Hamlet, IV.i.)








FEAR NOT.




Have you ever found yourself looking at a Shakespeare play, then down at the footnotes, then back up at the play, and still not understanding? You know what the individual words mean, but they don’t add up. SparkNotes’ No Fear Shakespeare will help you break through all that. Put the pieces together with our easy-to-read translations. Soon you’ll be reading Shakespeare’s own words fearlessly—and actually enjoying it.


No Fear Shakespeare puts Shakespeare’s language side-by-side with a facing-page translation into modern English—the kind of English people actually speak today. When Shakespeare’s words make your head spin, our translation will help you sort out what’s happening, who’s saying what, and why.
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1


CONTEXT


THE MOST INFLUENTIAL WRITER in all of English literature, William Shakespeare was born in 1564 to a successful middle-class glove-maker in Stratford-upon-Avon, England. Shakespeare attended grammar school, but his formal education proceeded no further. In 1582 he married an older woman, Anne Hathaway, and had three children with her. Around 1590 he left his family behind and traveled to London to work as an actor and playwright. Public and critical success quickly followed, and Shakespeare eventually became the most popular playwright in England and part owner of the Globe Theater. His career bridged the reigns of Elizabeth I (ruled 1558–1603) and James I (ruled 1603–1625), and he was a favorite of both monarchs. Indeed, James granted Shakespeare’s company the greatest possible compliment by bestowing upon its members the title of King’s Men. Wealthy and renowned, Shakespeare retired to Stratford and died in 1616 at the age of fifty-two. At the time of Shakespeare’s death, literary luminaries such as Ben Jonson hailed his works as timeless.


Shakespeare’s works were collected and printed in various editions in the century following his death, and by the early eighteenth century his reputation as the greatest poet ever to write in English was well established. The unprecedented admiration garnered by his works led to a fierce curiosity about Shakespeare’s life, but the dearth of biographical information has left many details of Shakespeare’s personal history shrouded in mystery. Some people have concluded from this fact that Shakespeare’s plays were really written by someone else—Francis Bacon and the Earl of Oxford are the two most popular candidates—but the support for this claim is overwhelmingly circumstantial, and the theory is not taken seriously by many scholars.


In the absence of credible evidence to the contrary, Shakespeare must be viewed as the author of the thirty-seven plays and 154 sonnets that bear his name. The legacy of this body of work is immense. A number of Shakespeare’s plays seem to have transcended even the category of brilliance, becoming so influential as to profoundly affect the course of Western literature and culture ever after.


Written during the first part of the seventeenth century (probably in 1600 or 1601), Hamlet was probably first performed in July 1602. It was first published in printed form in 1603 and appeared in an enlarged edition in 1604. As was common practice during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Shakespeare borrowed for his plays ideas and stories from earlier literary works. He could have taken the story of Hamlet from several possible sources, including a twelfth-century Latin history of Denmark compiled by Saxo Grammaticus and a prose work by the French writer François de Belleforest, entitled Histoires Tragiques (Tragic Histories).


The raw material that Shakespeare appropriated in writing Hamlet is the story of a Danish prince whose uncle murders the prince’s father, marries his mother, and claims the throne. The prince pretends to be feeble-minded to throw his uncle off guard, then manages to kill his uncle in revenge. Shakespeare changed the emphasis of this story entirely, making his Hamlet a philosophically minded prince who delays taking action because his knowledge of his uncle’s crime is so uncertain. Shakespeare went far beyond making uncertainty a personal quirk of Hamlet’s, introducing a number of important ambiguities into the play that even the audience cannot resolve with certainty. For instance, whether Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude, shares in Claudius’s guilt; whether Hamlet continues to love Ophelia even as he spurns her, in Act III; whether Ophelia’s death is a suicide or an accident; whether the ghost offers reliable knowledge, or seeks to deceive and tempt Hamlet; and, perhaps most importantly, whether Hamlet would be morally justified in taking revenge on his uncle. Shakespeare makes it clear that the stakes riding on some of these questions are enormous—the actions of these characters bring disaster upon an entire kingdom. At the play’s end it is not even clear whether justice has been achieved.


By modifying his source materials in this way, Shakespeare was able to take an unremarkable revenge story and make it resonate with the most fundamental themes and problems of the Renaissance. The Renaissance is a vast cultural phenomenon that began in fifteenth-century Italy with the recovery of classical Greek and Latin texts that had been lost during the Middle Ages. The scholars who enthusiastically rediscovered these classical texts were motivated by an educational and political ideal called (in Latin) humanitas— the idea that all of the capabilities and virtues peculiar to human beings should be studied and developed to their furthest extent. Renaissance humanism, as this movement is now called, generated a new interest in human experience and also an enormous optimism about the potential scope of human understanding. Hamlet’s famous speech in Act II, “What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite in faculty, in form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, in apprehension how like a god—the beauty of the world, the paragon of animals!” (II.ii.), is directly based upon one of the major texts of the Italian humanists, Pico della Mirandola’s Oration on the Dignity of Man. For the humanists, the purpose of cultivating reason was to lead to a better understanding of how to act, and their fondest hope was that the coordination of action and understanding would lead to great benefits for society as a whole.


As the Renaissance spread to other countries in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, however, a more skeptical strain of humanism developed, stressing the limitations of human understanding. For example, the sixteenth-century French humanist Michel de Montaigne was no less interested in studying human experiences than the earlier humanists were, but he maintained that the world of experience was a world of appearances, and that human beings could never hope to see past those appearances into the “realities” that lie behind them. This is the world in which Shakespeare places his characters. Hamlet is faced with the difficult task of correcting an injustice that he can never have sufficient knowledge of—a dilemma that is by no means unique, or even uncommon. And while Hamlet is fond of pointing out questions that cannot be answered because they concern supernatural and metaphysical matters, the play as a whole chiefly demonstrates the difficulty of knowing the truth about other people—their guilt or innocence, their motivations, their feelings, or their relative states of sanity or insanity. The world of other people is a world of appearances, and Hamlet is, fundamentally, a play about the difficulty of living in that world.
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PLOT OVERVIEW


ON A DARK WINTER NIGHT, a ghost walks the ramparts of Elsinore Castle in Denmark. Discovered first by a pair of watchmen, then by the scholar Horatio, the ghost resembles the recently deceased King Hamlet, whose brother Claudius has inherited the throne and married the king’s widow, Queen Gertrude. When Horatio and the watchmen bring Prince Hamlet, the son of Gertrude and the dead king, to see the ghost, it speaks to him, declaring ominously that it is indeed his father’s spirit, and that he was murdered by none other than Claudius. Ordering Hamlet to seek revenge on the man who usurped his throne and married his wife, the ghost disappears with the dawn.


Prince Hamlet devotes himself to avenging his father’s death, but, because he is contemplative and thoughtful by nature, he delays, entering into a deep melancholy and even apparent madness. Claudius and Gertrude worry about the prince’s erratic behavior and attempt to discover its cause. They employ a pair of Hamlet’s friends, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, to watch him. When Polonius, the pompous Lord Chamberlain, suggests that Hamlet may be mad with love for his daughter, Ophelia, Claudius agrees to spy on Hamlet in conversation with the girl. But though Hamlet certainly seems mad, he does not seem to love Ophelia: he orders her to enter a nunnery and declares that he wishes to ban marriages.


A group of traveling actors comes to Elsinore, and Hamlet seizes upon an idea to test his uncle’s guilt. He will have the players perform a scene closely resembling the sequence by which Hamlet imagines his uncle to have murdered his father, so that if Claudius is guilty, he will surely react. When the moment of the murder arrives in the theater, Claudius leaps up and leaves the room. Hamlet and Horatio agree that this proves his guilt. Hamlet goes to kill Claudius but finds him praying. Since he believes that killing Claudius while in prayer would send Claudius’s soul to heaven, Hamlet considers that it would be an inadequate revenge and decides to wait. Claudius, now frightened of Hamlet’s madness and fearing for his own safety, orders that Hamlet be sent to England at once.


Hamlet goes to confront his mother in her bedchamber. Unbeknownst to him, Polonius is hiding in there behind a tapestry. Hearing a noise from behind the tapestry, Hamlet believes the king is hiding there. He draws his sword and stabs through the fabric, killing Polonius. For this crime, he is immediately dispatched to England with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. However, Claudius’s plan for Hamlet includes more than banishment, as he has given Rosencrantz and Guildenstern sealed orders for the King of England demanding that Hamlet be put to death. In the aftermath of her father’s death, Ophelia goes mad with grief and drowns in the river. Polonius’s son, Laertes, who has been staying in France, returns to Denmark in a rage. Claudius convinces him that Hamlet is to blame for the death of his father and sister. When Horatio and the king receive letters from Hamlet indicating that the prince has returned to Denmark after pirates attacked his ship en route to England, Claudius concocts a plan to use Laertes’s desire for revenge to secure Hamlet’s death. Laertes will fence with Hamlet in innocent sport, but Claudius will poison Laertes’s blade so that if he draws blood, Hamlet will die. As a backup plan, the king decides to poison a goblet, which he will give Hamlet to drink should Hamlet score the first or second hits of the match. Hamlet returns to the vicinity of Elsinore just as Ophelia’s funeral is taking place. Stricken with grief, he attacks Laertes and declares that he had in fact always loved Ophelia. Back at the castle, he tells Horatio that he believes one must be prepared to die, since death can come at any moment. A foolish courtier named Osric arrives on Claudius’s orders to arrange the fencing match between Hamlet and Laertes.


The sword-fighting begins. Hamlet scores the first hit, but declines to drink from the king’s proffered goblet. Instead, Gertrude takes a drink from it and is swiftly killed by the poison. Laertes succeeds in wounding Hamlet, though Hamlet does not die of the poison immediately. First, Laertes is cut by his own sword’s blade, and, after revealing to Hamlet that Claudius is responsible for the queen’s death, he dies from the blade’s poison. Hamlet then stabs Claudius through with the poisoned sword and forces him to drink down the rest of the poisoned wine. Claudius dies, and Hamlet dies immediately after achieving his revenge.


At this moment, a Norwegian prince named Fortinbras, who has led an army to Denmark and attacked Poland earlier in the play, enters with ambassadors from England, who report that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. Fortinbras is stunned by the gruesome sight of the entire royal family lying sprawled on the floor dead. He moves to take power of the kingdom. Horatio, fulfilling Hamlet’s last request, tells him Hamlet’s tragic story. Fortinbras orders that Hamlet be carried away in a manner befitting a fallen soldier.
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IN-DEPTH REVIEW OF CHARACTERS


HAMLET


The Prince of Denmark, the title character, and the protagonist. About thirty years old at the start of the play, Hamlet is the son of Queen Gertrude and the late King Hamlet, and the nephew of the present king, Claudius. Hamlet is melancholy, bitter, and cynical. He is full of hatred for his uncle’s scheming and disgust for his mother’s sexuality. A reflective and thoughtful young man who has studied at the University of Wittenberg, Hamlet is often indecisive and hesitant, but at other times he is prone to rash and impulsive acts.


CLAUDIUS


The King of Denmark, Hamlet’s uncle, and the play’s antagonist. The villain of the play, Claudius is a calculating, ambitious politician, driven by his sexual appetites and his lust for power. He occasionally shows signs of guilt and human feeling—his love for Gertrude, for instance, seems sincere.


GERTRUDE


The Queen of Denmark and Hamlet’s mother. She recently married Claudius. Gertrude loves Hamlet deeply, but she is a shallow, weak woman who seeks affection and status more urgently than moral rectitude or truth.


POLONIUS


The Lord Chamberlain of Claudius’s court, a pompous, conniving old man. Polonius is the father of Laertes and Ophelia.


HORATIO


Hamlet’s close friend, who studied with the prince at the University of Wittenberg. Horatio is loyal and helpful to Hamlet throughout the play. After Hamlet’s death, Horatio remains alive to tell Hamlet’s story.


OPHELIA


Polonius’s daughter, a beautiful young woman with whom Hamlet has been in love. Ophelia is a sweet and innocent young girl, who obeys her father and her brother, Laertes. Dependent on men to tell her how to behave, she gives in to Polonius’s schemes to spy on Hamlet. Even in her lapse into madness and death, she remains maidenly, singing songs about flowers and finally drowning in the river amid the flower garlands she had gathered.


LAERTES


Polonius’s son and Ophelia’s brother, a young man who spends much of the play in France. Passionate and quick to action, Laertes is clearly a foil for the reflective Hamlet.


FORTINBRAS


The young prince of Norway. His father the king (also named Fortinbras) was killed by Hamlet’s father (also named Hamlet). Now Fortinbras wishes to attack Denmark to avenge his father’s honor, making him another foil for Prince Hamlet.


THE GHOST


The specter of Hamlet’s recently deceased father. The ghost, who claims to have been murdered by Claudius, calls upon Hamlet to avenge him. However, it is not entirely certain whether the ghost is real or imagined. Hamlet speculates that the ghost might be a devil sent to deceive him and tempt him into murder, and the question of what the ghost is or where it comes from is never definitively resolved.


ROSENCRANTZ AND GUILDENSTERN


Two slightly bumbling courtiers. They are former friends of Hamlet and are summoned by Claudius and Gertrude to discover the cause of Hamlet’s strange behavior.


OSRIC


The foolish courtier who summons Hamlet to his duel with Laertes.


VOLTIMAND AND CORNELIUS


Courtiers whom Claudius sends to Norway to persuade the king to prevent Fortinbras from attacking.


MARCELLUS AND BARNARDO


The officers who first see the ghost walking the ramparts of Elsinore and who summon Horatio to witness it. Marcellus is present when Hamlet first encounters the ghost.


FRANCISCO


A soldier and guardsman at Elsinore.


REYNALDO


Polonius’s servant. He is sent to France by Polonius to check up on and spy on Laertes.
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ANALYSIS OF MAJOR CHARACTERS


HAMLET HAS FASCINATED AUDIENCES and readers for centuries, and the first thing to point out about him is that he is enigmatic. There is always more to him than the other characters in the play can figure out; even the most careful and clever readers come away with the sense that they don’t know everything there is to know about this character. Hamlet actually tells other characters that there is more to him than meets the eye—notably his mother, Rosencrantz, and Guildenstern—but his fascination involves much more than this. When he speaks, he sounds as if there’s something important he’s not saying, maybe something even he is not aware of. The ability to write soliloquies and dialogues that create this effect is one of Shakespeare’s most impressive achievements.


A university student whose studies are interrupted by his father’s death, Hamlet is extremely philosophical and contemplative. He is particularly drawn to difficult questions or questions that cannot be answered with any certainty. Faced with evidence that his uncle murdered his father, evidence that any other character in a play would believe, Hamlet becomes obsessed with proving his uncle’s guilt before trying to act. The standard of “beyond a reasonable doubt” is simply unacceptable to him. He is equally plagued with questions about the afterlife, about the wisdom of suicide, about what happens to bodies after they die—the list is extensive.


But even though he is thoughtful to the point of obsession, Hamlet also behaves rashly and impulsively. When he does act, it is with surprising swiftness and little or no premeditation, as when he stabs Polonius through a curtain without even checking to see who he is. He seems to step very easily into the role of a madman, behaving erratically and upsetting the other characters with his wild speech and pointed innuendos.


It is also important to note that Hamlet is extremely melancholy and discontented with the state of affairs in Denmark and in his own family—indeed, in the world at large. He is extremely disappointed with his mother for marrying his uncle so quickly, and he repudiates Ophelia, a woman he once claimed to love, in the harshest terms. His words often indicate his disgust with and distrust of women in general. At a number of points in the play, he contemplates his own death and even the option of suicide.


But, despite all of the things with which Hamlet professes dissatisfaction, it is remarkable that the prince and heir apparent of Denmark should think about these problems only in personal and philosophical terms. He spends relatively little time thinking about the threats to Denmark’s national security from without or the threats to its stability from within (some of which he helps to create through his own carelessness).


CLAUDIUS


Hamlet’s major antagonist is a shrewd, lustful, conniving king who contrasts sharply with the other male characters in the play. Whereas most of the other important men in Hamlet are preoccupied with ideas of justice, revenge, and moral balance, Claudius is bent upon maintaining his own power. The old King Hamlet was apparently a stern warrior, but Claudius is a corrupt politician whose main weapon is his ability to manipulate others through his skillful use of language. Claudius’s speech is compared to poison being poured in the ear—the method he used to murder Hamlet’s father. Claudius’s love for Gertrude may be sincere, but it also seems likely that he married her as a strategic move, to help him win the throne away from Hamlet after the death of the king. As the play progresses, Claudius’s mounting fear of Hamlet’s insanity leads him to ever greater self-preoccupation; when Gertrude tells him that Hamlet has killed Polonius, Claudius does not remark that Gertrude might have been in danger, but only that he would have been in danger had he been in the room. He tells Laertes the same thing as he attempts to soothe the young man’s anger after his father’s death. Claudius is ultimately too crafty for his own good. In Act V, scene ii, rather than allowing Laertes only two methods of killing Hamlet, the sharpened sword and the poison on the blade, Claudius insists on a third, the poisoned goblet. When Gertrude inadvertently drinks the poison and dies, Hamlet is at last able to bring himself to kill Claudius, and the king is felled by his own cowardly machinations.


GERTRUDE


Few Shakespearean characters have caused as much uncertainty as Gertrude, the beautiful Queen of Denmark. The play seems to raise more questions about Gertrude than it answers, including: Was she involved with Claudius before the death of her husband? Did she love her husband? Did she know about Claudius’s plan to commit the murder? Did she love Claudius, or did she marry him simply to keep her high station in Denmark? Does she believe Hamlet when he insists that he is not mad, or does she pretend to believe him simply to protect herself? Does she intentionally betray Hamlet to Claudius, or does she believe that she is protecting her son’s secret?


These questions can be answered in numerous ways, depending upon one’s reading of the play. The Gertrude who does emerge clearly in Hamlet is a woman defined by her desire for station and affection, as well as by her tendency to use men to fulfill her instinct for self-preservation—which, of course, makes her extremely dependent upon the men in her life. Hamlet’s most famous comment about Gertrude is his furious condemnation of women in general: “Frailty, thy name is woman!” (I.ii.). This comment is as much indicative of Hamlet’s agonized state of mind as of anything else, but to a great extent Gertrude does seem morally frail. She never exhibits the ability to think critically about her situation and seems merely to move instinctively toward seemingly safe choices, as when she immediately runs to Claudius after her confrontation with Hamlet. She is at her best in social situations (I.ii and V.ii), when her natural grace and charm seem to indicate a rich, rounded personality. At times it seems that her grace and charm are her only characteristics, and her reliance on men appears to be her sole way of capitalizing on her abilities.
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ACT ONE



Scene 1


Original Text


Enter BARNARDO and FRANCISCO, two sentinels


BARNARDO


Who’s there?


FRANCISCO


Nay, answer me. Stand and unfold yourself.


BARNARDO


Long live the king!


FRANCISCO


Barnardo?


BARNARDO


He.


FRANCISCO


You come most carefully upon your hour.


BARNARDO


5


’Tis now struck twelve. Get thee to bed, Francisco.


FRANCISCO


For this relief much thanks. ’Tis bitter cold,


And I am sick at heart.


BARNARDO


Have you had quiet guard?


FRANCISCO


Not a mouse stirring.


BARNARDO


Well, good night.


If you do meet Horatio and Marcellus,


10


The rivals of my watch, bid them make haste.


FRANCISCO


I think I hear them.—Stand, ho! Who’s there?


Enter HORATIO and MARCELLUS


HORATIO


Friends to this ground.


MARCELLUS


And liegemen to the Dane.


FRANCISCO


Give you good night.


MARCELLUS


O, farewell, honest soldier. Who hath relieved you?


FRANCISCO


Barnardo has my place. Give you good night.


Exit FRANCISCO


MARCELLUS


15


Holla, Barnardo.


BARNARDO


Say what, is Horatio there?


HORATIO


A piece of him.


BARNARDO


Welcome, Horatio.—Welcome, good Marcellus.


MARCELLUS


What, has this thing appeared again tonight?


BARNARDO


20


I have seen nothing.


MARCELLUS


Horatio says ’tis but our fantasy


And will not let belief take hold of him


Touching this dreaded sight twice seen of us.


Therefore I have entreated him along


25


With us to watch the minutes of this night,


That if again this apparition come


He may approve our eyes and speak to it.


HORATIO


Tush, tush, ’twill not appear.


BARNARDO


Sit down a while


And let us once again assail your ears,


30


That are so fortified against our story,


What we have two nights seen.


HORATIO


Well, sit we down,


And let us hear Barnardo speak of this.


BARNARDO


Last night of all,


When yond same star that’s westward from the pole


35


Had made his course t’ illume that part of heaven


Where now it burns, Marcellus and myself,


The bell then beating one—


Enter GHOST


MARCELLUS


Peace, break thee off. Look where it comes again!


BARNARDO


In the same figure like the king that’s dead.


MARCELLUS


40


(to HORATIO) Thou art a scholar. Speak to it, Horatio.


BARNARDO


Looks it not like the king? Mark it, Horatio.


HORATIO


Most like. It harrows me with fear and wonder.


BARNARDO


It would be spoke to.


MARCELLUS


Question it, Horatio.


HORATIO


What art thou that usurp’st this time of night


45


Together with that fair and warlike form


In which the majesty of buried Denmark


Did sometimes march? By heaven, I charge thee, speak.


MARCELLUS


It is offended.


BARNARDO


See, it stalks away.


HORATIO


Stay! Speak, speak! I charge thee, speak!


Exit GHOST


MARCELLUS


50


’Tis gone and will not answer.


BARNARDO


How now, Horatio? You tremble and look pale.


Is not this something more than fantasy?


What think you on ’t?


HORATIO


Before my God, I might not this believe


55


Without the sensible and true avouch


Of mine own eyes.


MARCELLUS


Is it not like the king?


HORATIO


As thou art to thyself.


Such was the very armour he had on


60


When he the ambitious Norway combated.


So frowned he once when, in an angry parle,


He smote the sledded Polacks on the ice.


’Tis strange.


MARCELLUS


Thus twice before, and jump at this dead hour,


65


With martial stalk hath he gone by our watch.


HORATIO


In what particular thought to work I know not,


But in the gross and scope of mine opinion


This bodes some strange eruption to our state.


MARCELLUS


Good now, sit down and tell me, he that knows,


70


Why this same strict and most observant watch


So nightly toils the subject of the land,


And why such daily cast of brazen cannon


And foreign mart for implements of war,


Why such impress of shipwrights, whose sore task


75


Does not divide the Sunday from the week.


What might be toward, that this sweaty haste


Doth make the night joint laborer with the day?


Who is ’t that can inform me?


HORATIO


That can I.


At least, the whisper goes so: our last king,


80


Whose image even but now appeared to us,


Was, as you know, by Fortinbras of Norway,


Thereto pricked on by a most emulate pride,


Dared to the combat; in which our valiant Hamlet


(For so this side of our known world esteemed him)


85


Did slay this Fortinbras, who by a sealed compact


Well ratified by law and heraldry,


Did forfeit, with his life, all those his lands


Which he stood seized of to the conqueror,


Against the which a moiety competent


90


Was gagèd by our king, which had returned


To the inheritance of Fortinbras


Had he been vanquisher, as, by the same covenant


And carriage of the article designed,


His fell to Hamlet. Now, sir, young Fortinbras,


95


Of unimprovèd mettle hot and full,


Hath in the skirts of Norway here and there


Sharked up a list of lawless resolutes,


For food and diet, to some enterprise


That hath a stomach in ’t, which is no other—


100


As it doth well appear unto our state—


But to recover of us, by strong hand


And terms compulsatory, those foresaid lands


So by his father lost. And this, I take it,


Is the main motive of our preparations,


105


The source of this our watch, and the chief head


Of this posthaste and rummage in the land.


BARNARDO


I think it be no other but e’en so.


Well may it sort that this portentous figure


Comes armèd through our watch so like the king


110


That was and is the question of these wars.


HORATIO


A mote it is to trouble the mind’s eye.


In the most high and palmy state of Rome,


A little ere the mightiest Julius fell,


The graves stood tenantless and the sheeted dead


115


Did squeak and gibber in the Roman streets


As stars with trains of fire and dews of blood,


Disasters in the sun, and the moist star


Upon whose influence Neptune’s empire stands


Was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse.


120


And even the like precurse of feared events,


As harbingers preceding still the fates


And prologue to the omen coming on,


Have heaven and earth together demonstrated


Unto our climatures and countrymen.


Enter GHOST


125


But soft, behold! Lo, where it comes again.


I’ll cross it though it blast me.—Stay, illusion!


GHOST spreads his arms


If thou hast any sound or use of voice,


Speak to me.


If there be any good thing to be done


130


That may to thee do ease and grace to me,


Speak to me.


If thou art privy to thy country’s fate,


Which happily foreknowing may avoid,


Oh, speak!


135


Or if thou hast uphoarded in thy life


Extorted treasure in the womb of earth,


For which, they say, you spirits oft walk in death,


Speak of it. Stay and speak!


The cock crows


—Stop it, Marcellus.


MARCELLUS


Shall I strike at it with my partisan?


HORATIO


140


Do, if it will not stand.


BARNARDO


’Tis here.


HORATIO


’Tis here.


Exit GHOST


MARCELLUS


’Tis gone.


We do it wrong, being so majestical,


To offer it the show of violence,


For it is, as the air, invulnerable,


145


And our vain blows malicious mockery.


BARNARDO


It was about to speak when the cock crew.


HORATIO


And then it started like a guilty thing


Upon a fearful summons. I have heard


The cock, that is the trumpet to the morn,


150


Doth with his lofty and shrill-sounding throat


Awake the god of day, and, at his warning,


Whether in sea or fire, in earth or air,


Th’ extravagant and erring spirit hies


To his confine, and of the truth herein


155


This present object made probation.


MARCELLUS


It faded on the crowing of the cock.


Some say that ever ’gainst that season comes


Wherein our Saviour’s birth is celebrated,


The bird of dawning singeth all night long.


160


And then, they say, no spirit dare stir abroad.


The nights are wholesome. Then no planets strike,


No fairy takes, nor witch hath power to charm,


So hallowed and so gracious is that time.


HORATIO


So have I heard and do in part believe it.


165


But look, the morn, in russet mantle clad,


Walks o’er the dew of yon high eastward hill.


Break we our watch up, and by my advice,


Let us impart what we have seen tonight


Unto young Hamlet, for, upon my life,


170


This spirit, dumb to us, will speak to him.


Do you consent we shall acquaint him with it,


As needful in our loves, fitting our duty?


MARCELLUS


Let’s do ’t, I pray, and I this morning know


Where we shall find him most conveniently.


Exeunt
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ACT ONE



Scene 1


Modern Text


BARNARDO and FRANCISCO, two watchmen, enter.


BARNARDO


Who’s there?


FRANCISCO


No, who are you? Stop and identify yourself.


BARNARDO


Long live the king!


FRANCISCO


Is that Barnardo?


BARNARDO


Yes, it’s me.


FRANCISCO


You’ve come right on time.


BARNARDO


The clock’s just striking twelve. Go home to bed, Francisco.


FRANCISCO


Thanks for letting me go. It’s bitterly cold out, and I’m depressed.


BARNARDO


Has it been a quiet night?


FRANCISCO


I haven’t even heard a mouse squeak.


BARNARDO


Well, good night. If you happen to see Horatio and Marcellus, who are supposed to stand guard with me tonight, tell them to hurry.


FRANCISCO


I think I hear them. —Stop! Who’s there?


MARCELLUS and HORATIO enter.


HORATIO


Friends of this country.


MARCELLUS


And servants of the Danish king.


FRANCISCO


Good night to you both.


MARCELLUS


Good-bye. Who’s taken over the watch for you?


FRANCISCO


Barnardo’s taken my place. Good night.


FRANCISCO exits.


MARCELLUS


Hello, Barnardo.


BARNARDO


Hello. Is Horatio here too?


HORATIO


More or less.


BARNARDO


Welcome, Horatio. Welcome, Marcellus.


MARCELLUS


So, tell us, did you see that thing again tonight?


BARNARDO


I haven’t seen anything.


MARCELLUS


Horatio says we’re imagining it, and won’t let himself believe anything about this horrible thing that we’ve seen twice now. That’s why I’ve begged him to come on our shift tonight, so that if the ghost appears he can see what we see and speak to it.


 


HORATIO


Oh, nonsense. It’s not going to appear.


BARNARDO


Sit down for a while, and we’ll tell you again the story you don’t want to believe, about what we’ve seen two nights now.


HORATIO


Well, let’s sit down and listen to Barnardo tell us.


BARNARDO


Last night, when that star to the west of the North Star had traveled across the night sky to that point where it’s shining now, at one o’clock, Marcellus and I—


The GHOST enters.


MARCELLUS


Quiet, shut up! It’s come again.


BARNARDO


Looking just like the dead king.


MARCELLUS


(to HORATIO) You’re well-educated, Horatio. Say something to it.


BARNARDO


Doesn’t he look like the king, Horatio?


HORATIO


Very much so. It’s terrifying.


BARNARDO


It wants us to speak to it.


MARCELLUS


Ask it something, Horatio.


HORATIO


What are you, that you walk out so late at night, looking like the dead king of Denmark when he dressed for battle? By God, I order you to speak.


MARCELLUS


It looks like you’ve offended it.


BARNARDO


Look, it’s going away.


HORATIO


Stay! Speak! Speak! I order you, speak!


The GHOST exits.


MARCELLUS


It’s gone. It won’t answer now.


BARNARDO


What’s going on, Horatio? You’re pale and trembling.


You agree now that we’re not imagining this, don’t you? What do you think about it?


HORATIO


I swear to God, if I hadn’t seen this with my own eyes


I’d never believe it.


MARCELLUS


Doesn’t it look like the king?


HORATIO


Yes, as much as you look like yourself. The king was wearing exactly this armor when he fought the king of Norway. And the ghost frowned just like the king did once when he attacked the Poles, traveling on the ice in sleds. It’s weird.


MARCELLUS


It’s happened like this twice before, always at this exact time. He stalks by us at our post like a warrior.


HORATIO


I don’t know exactly how to explain this, but I have a general feeling this means bad news for our country.


MARCELLUS


All right, let’s sit down and discuss that question. Somebody tell me why this strict schedule of guards has been imposed, and why so many bronze cannons are being manufactured in Denmark, and so many weapons bought from abroad, and why the shipbuilders are so busy they don’t even rest on Sunday. Is something about to happen that warrants working this night and day? Who can explain this to me?


 


HORATIO


I can. Or at least I can describe the rumors. As you know, our late king, whom we just now saw as a ghost, was the great rival of Fortinbras, king of Norway. Fortinbras dared him to battle. In that fight, our courageous Hamlet (or at least that’s how we thought of him) killed old King Fortinbras, who—on the basis of a valid legal document—surrendered all his territories, along with his life, to his conqueror. If our king had lost, he would have had to do the same. But now old Fortinbras’s young son, also called Fortinbras—he is bold, but unproven—has gathered a bunch of thugs from the lawless outskirts of the country. For some food, they’re eager to take on the tough enterprise of securing the lands the elder Fortinbras lost.


As far as I understand, that’s why we’re posted here tonight and why there’s such a commotion in Denmark lately.


 


BARNARDO


I think that’s exactly right—that explains why the ghost of the late king would haunt us now, since he caused these wars.


HORATIO


The ghost is definitely something to worry about. In the high and mighty Roman Empire, just before the emperor Julius Caesar was assassinated, corpses rose out of their graves and ran through the streets of Rome speaking gibberish. There were shooting stars, and blood mixed in with the morning dew, and threatening signs on the face of the sun. The moon, which controls the tides of the sea, was so eclipsed it almost went completely out. And we’ve had similar omens of terrible things to come, as if heaven and earth have joined together to warn us what’s going to happen.


The GHOST enters.


Wait, look! It has come again. I’ll meet it if it’s the last thing I do. —Stay here, you hallucination!


The GHOST spreads his arms.


If you have a voice or can make sounds, speak to me.


If there’s any good deed I can do that will bring you peace and me honor, speak to me. If you have some secret knowledge of your country’s sad fate—which might be avoided if we knew about it—then, please, speak. Or if you’ve got some buried treasure somewhere, which they say often makes ghosts restless, then tell us about it. Stay and speak!


A rooster crows.


Keep it from leaving, Marcellus.


MARCELLUS


Should I strike it with my spear?


HORATIO


Yes, if it doesn’t stand still.


BARNARDO


It’s over here.


HORATIO


There it is.


The GHOST exits.


MARCELLUS


It’s gone. We were wrong to threaten it with violence, since it looks so much like a king. Besides, we can’t hurt it anymore than we can hurt the air. Our attack was stupid, futile, and wicked.


BARNARDO


It was about to say something when the rooster crowed.


HORATIO


And then it acted startled, like a guilty person caught by the law. I’ve heard that the rooster awakens the god of day with its trumpetlike crowing, and makes all wandering ghosts, wherever they are, hurry back to their hiding places. We’ve just seen proof of that.


 


 


MARCELLUS


Yes, it faded away when the rooster crowed. Some people say that just before Christmas the rooster crows all night long, so that no ghost dares go wandering, and the night is safe. The planets have no sway over us, fairies’ spells don’t work, and witches can’t bewitch us. That’s how holy that night is.


HORATIO


Yes, I’ve heard the same thing and sort of believe it. But look, morning is breaking beyond that hill in the east, turning the sky red. Let’s interrupt our watch and go tell young Hamlet what we’ve seen tonight. I’m sure this ghost that’s so silent with us will speak to him. Don’t you agree that we owe it to him to tell him about this, out of duty and love?


MARCELLUS


Let’s do it. I know where we’ll find him this morning.


They exit.
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ACT ONE, Scene 2



Original Text


Enter CLAUDIUS, king of Denmark; GERTRUDE the queen; HAMLET; POLONIUS; his son LAERTES; and his daughter OPHELIA; LORDS attendant


CLAUDIUS


Though yet of Hamlet our dear brother’s death


The memory be green, and that it us befitted


To bear our hearts in grief and our whole kingdom


To be contracted in one brow of woe,


5


Yet so far hath discretion fought with nature


That we with wisest sorrow think on him


Together with remembrance of ourselves.


Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen,


Th’ imperial jointress to this warlike state,


10


Have we—as ’twere with a defeated joy,


With an auspicious and a dropping eye,


With mirth in funeral and with dirge in marriage,


In equal scale weighing delight and dole—


Taken to wife. Nor have we herein barred


15


Your better wisdoms, which have freely gone


With this affair along. For all, our thanks.


Now follows that you know. Young Fortinbras,


Holding a weak supposal of our worth


Or thinking by our late dear brother’s death


20


Our state to be disjoint and out of frame,


Colleaguèd with the dream of his advantage,


He hath not failed to pester us with message


Importing the surrender of those lands


Lost by his father, with all bonds of law,


25


To our most valiant brother. So much for him.


Enter VOLTEMAND and CORNELIUS


Now for ourself and for this time of meeting


Thus much the business is: we have here writ


To Norway, uncle of young Fortinbras—


Who, impotent and bedrid, scarcely hears


30


Of this his nephew’s purpose—to suppress


His further gait herein, in that the levies,


The lists, and full proportions are all made


Out of his subject; and we here dispatch


You, good Cornelius, and you, Voltemand,


35


For bearers of this greeting to old Norway,


Giving to you no further personal power


To business with the king more than the scope


Of these dilated articles allow. (gives them a paper)


Farewell, and let your haste commend your duty.


CORNELIUS, VOLTEMAND


40


In that and all things will we show our duty.


CLAUDIUS


We doubt it nothing. Heartily farewell.


 


Exeunt VOLTEMAND and CORNELIUS


And now, Laertes, what’s the news with you?


You told us of some suit. What is ’t, Laertes?


You cannot speak of reason to the Dane


45


And lose your voice. What wouldst thou beg, Laertes,


That shall not be my offer, not thy asking?


The head is not more native to the heart,


The hand more instrumental to the mouth,


Than is the throne of Denmark to thy father.


50


What wouldst thou have, Laertes?


LAERTES


My dread lord,


Your leave and favor to return to France,


From whence though willingly I came to Denmark


To show my duty in your coronation,


Yet now, I must confess, that duty done,


55


My thoughts and wishes bend again toward France


And bow them to your gracious leave and pardon.


CLAUDIUS


Have you your father’s leave? What says Polonius?


POLONIUS


He hath, my lord, wrung from me my slow leave


By laborsome petition, and at last


60


Upon his will I sealed my hard consent.


I do beseech you, give him leave to go.


CLAUDIUS


Take thy fair hour, Laertes. Time be thine,


And thy best graces spend it at thy will.—


But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my son—


HAMLET


65


(aside) A little more than kin and less than kind.


CLAUDIUS


How is it that the clouds still hang on you?


HAMLET


Not so, my lord. I am too much i’ the sun.


GERTRUDE


Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted color off,


And let thine eye look like a friend on Denmark.


70


Do not forever with thy vailèd lids


Seek for thy noble father in the dust.


Thou know’st ’tis common. All that lives must die,


Passing through nature to eternity.


HAMLET


Ay, madam, it is common.


GERTRUDE


If it be,


75


Why seems it so particular with thee?


HAMLET


“Seems,” madam? Nay, it is. I know not “seems.”


’Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,


Nor customary suits of solemn black,


Nor windy suspiration of forced breath,


80


No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,


Nor the dejected ’havior of the visage,


Together with all forms, moods, shapes of grief,


That can denote me truly. These indeed “seem,”


For they are actions that a man might play.


85


But I have that within which passeth show,


These but the trappings and the suits of woe.


CLAUDIUS


’Tis sweet and commendable in your nature, Hamlet,


To give these mourning duties to your father.


But you must know your father lost a father,


90


That father lost, lost his, and the survivor bound


In filial obligation for some term


To do obsequious sorrow. But to persever


In obstinate condolement is a course


Of impious stubbornness. ’Tis unmanly grief.


95


It shows a will most incorrect to heaven,


A heart unfortified, a mind impatient,


An understanding simple and unschooled.


For what we know must be and is as common


As any the most vulgar thing to sense,


100


Why should we in our peevish opposition


Take it to heart? Fie! ’Tis a fault to heaven,


A fault against the dead, a fault to nature,


To reason most absurd, whose common theme


Is death of fathers, and who still hath cried,


105


From the first corse till he that died today,


“This must be so.” We pray you, throw to earth


This unprevailing woe, and think of us


As of a father. For let the world take note,


You are the most immediate to our throne,


110


And with no less nobility of love


Than that which dearest father bears his son


Do I impart toward you. For your intent


In going back to school in Wittenberg,


It is most retrograde to our desire.


115


And we beseech you, bend you to remain


Here in the cheer and comfort of our eye,


Our chiefest courtier, cousin, and our son.


GERTRUDE


Let not thy mother lose her prayers, Hamlet.


I pray thee, stay with us. Go not to Wittenberg.


HAMLET


120


I shall in all my best obey you, madam.


CLAUDIUS


Why, ’tis a loving and a fair reply.


Be as ourself in Denmark.—Madam, come.


This gentle and unforced accord of Hamlet


Sits smiling to my heart, in grace whereof


125


No jocund health that Denmark drinks today


But the great cannon to the clouds shall tell,


And the king’s rouse the heavens shall bruit again,


Respeaking earthly thunder. Come away.


Flourish. Exeunt all but HAMLET


HAMLET


Oh, that this too, too sullied flesh would melt,


130


Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew,


Or that the Everlasting had not fixed


His canon ’gainst self-slaughter! O God, God!


How weary, stale, flat, and unprofitable


Seem to me all the uses of this world!


135


Fie on ’t, ah fie! ’Tis an unweeded garden


That grows to seed. Things rank and gross in nature


Possess it merely. That it should come to this.


But two months dead—nay, not so much, not two.


So excellent a king, that was to this


140


Hyperion to a satyr. So loving to my mother


That he might not beteem the winds of heaven


Visit her face too roughly.—Heaven and earth,


Must I remember? Why, she would hang on him


As if increase of appetite had grown


145


By what it fed on, and yet, within a month—


Let me not think on ’t. Frailty, thy name is woman!—


A little month, or ere those shoes were old


With which she followed my poor father’s body,


Like Niobe, all tears. Why she, even she—


150


O God, a beast that wants discourse of reason


Would have mourned longer!—married with my uncle,


My father’s brother, but no more like my father


Than I to Hercules. Within a month,


Ere yet the salt of most unrighteous tears


155


Had left the flushing in her gallèd eyes,


She married. O most wicked speed, to post


With such dexterity to incestuous sheets!


It is not nor it cannot come to good,


But break, my heart, for I must hold my tongue.


Enter HORATIO, MARCELLUS, and BARNARDO


HORATIO


160


Hail to your lordship.


HAMLET


I am glad to see you well.—


Horatio? Or I do forget myself?


HORATIO


The same, my lord, and your poor servant ever.


HAMLET


Sir, my good friend, I’ll change that name with you.


And what make you from Wittenberg, Horatio?—


165


Marcellus!


MARCELLUS


My good lord.


HAMLET


(to MARCELLUS) I am very glad to see you.—(to BARNARDO) Good even, sir.


(to HORATIO) —But what, in faith, make you from Wittenberg?


HORATIO


A truant disposition, good my lord.


HAMLET


I would not hear your enemy say so,


170


Nor shall you do mine ear that violence,


To make it truster of your own report


Against yourself. I know you are no truant.


But what is your affair in Elsinore?


We’ll teach you to drink deep ere you depart.


HORATIO


175


My lord, I came to see your father’s funeral.


HAMLET


I pray thee, do not mock me, fellow student.


I think it was to see my mother’s wedding.


HORATIO


Indeed, my lord, it followed hard upon.


HAMLET


Thrift, thrift, Horatio! The funeral baked meats


180


Did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.


Would I had met my dearest foe in heaven


Or ever I had seen that day, Horatio.


My father—methinks I see my father.


HORATIO


Where, my lord?


HAMLET


In my mind’s eye, Horatio.


HORATIO


185


I saw him once. He was a goodly king.


HAMLET


He was a man. Take him for all in all.


I shall not look upon his like again.


HORATIO


My lord, I think I saw him yesternight.


HAMLET


Saw who?


HORATIO


190


My lord, the king your father.


HAMLET


The king my father?!


HORATIO


Season your admiration for a while


With an attent ear, till I may deliver,


Upon the witness of these gentlemen,


195


This marvel to you.


HAMLET


For God’s love, let me hear.


HORATIO


Two nights together had these gentlemen,


Marcellus and Barnardo, on their watch,


In the dead waste and middle of the night,


Been thus encountered: a figure like your father,


200


Armed at point exactly, cap-à-pie,


Appears before them and with solemn march


Goes slow and stately by them. Thrice he walked


By their oppressed and fear-surprisèd eyes


Within his truncheon’s length, whilst they, distilled


205


Almost to jelly with the act of fear,


Stand dumb and speak not to him. This to me


In dreadful secrecy impart they did,


And I with them the third night kept the watch,


Where—as they had delivered, both in time,


210


Form of the thing, each word made true and good—


The apparition comes. I knew your father.


These hands are not more like.


HAMLET


But where was this?


MARCELLUS


My lord, upon the platform where we watch.


HAMLET


Did you not speak to it?


HORATIO


My lord, I did,


215


But answer made it none. Yet once methought


It lifted up its head and did address


Itself to motion, like as it would speak.


But even then the morning cock crew loud,


And at the sound it shrunk in haste away


220


And vanished from our sight.


HAMLET


’Tis very strange.


HORATIO


As I do live, my honored lord, ’tis true.


And we did think it writ down in our duty


To let you know of it.


HAMLET


Indeed, indeed, sirs, but this troubles me.


225


Hold you the watch tonight?


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


We do, my lord.


HAMLET


Armed, say you?


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


Armed, my lord.


HAMLET


From top to toe?


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


My lord, from head to foot.


HAMLET


Then saw you not his face?


HORATIO


Oh yes, my lord. He wore his beaver up.


HAMLET


What, looked he frowningly?


HORATIO


A countenance more


230


In sorrow than in anger.


HAMLET


Pale or red?


HORATIO


Nay, very pale.


HAMLET


And fixed his eyes upon you?


HORATIO


Most constantly.


HAMLET


I would I had been there.


HORATIO


It would have much amazed you.


HAMLET


235


Very like. Stayed it long?


HORATIO


While one with moderate haste might tell a hundred.


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


Longer, longer.


HORATIO


Not when I saw ’t.


HAMLET


His beard was grizzled, no?


HORATIO


240


It was, as I have seen it in his life,


A sable silvered.


HAMLET


I will watch tonight. Perchance


’Twill walk again.


HORATIO


I warrant it will.


HAMLET


If it assume my noble father’s person,


I’ll speak to it, though Hell itself should gape


245


And bid me hold my peace. I pray you all,


If you have hitherto concealed this sight,


Let it be tenable in your silence still.


And whatsoever else shall hap tonight,


Give it an understanding, but no tongue.


250


I will requite your loves. So fare you well.


Upon the platform, ’twixt eleven and twelve,


I’ll visit you.


HORATIO, MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


Our duty to your honor.


HAMLET


Your loves, as mine to you. Farewell.


Exeunt all but HAMLET


 


My father’s spirit in arms. All is not well.


255


I doubt some foul play. Would the night were come!


Till then sit still, my soul. Foul deeds will rise,


Though all the earth o’erwhelm them, to men’s eyes.


Exit
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ACT ONE, Scene 2



Modern Text


CLAUDIUS, the king of Denmark, enters, along with GERTRUDE the queen, HAMLET, POLONIUS, POLONIUS’S son LAERTES and daughter OPHELIA, and LORDS who wait on the king.


CLAUDIUS


Although I still have fresh memories of my brother the elder Hamlet’s death, and though it was proper to mourn him throughout our kingdom, life still goes on—I think it’s wise to mourn him while also thinking about my own well being. Therefore, I’ve married my former sister-in-law, the queen, with mixed feelings of happiness and sadness. I know that in marrying Gertrude I’m only doing what all of you have wisely advised all along—for which I thank you. Now, down to business. You all know what’s happening. Young Fortinbras, underestimating my strength or imagining that the death of the king has thrown my country into turmoil, dreams of getting the better of me, and never stops pestering me with demands that I surrender the territory his father lost to the elder Hamlet, my dead brother-in-law. So much for Fortinbras.


VOLTEMAND and CORNELIUS enter.


Now, here’s what needs to be done.


I’ve written to Fortinbras’s uncle, the present head of Norway, an old bedridden man who knows next to nothing about his nephew’s plans. I’ve told the uncle to stop those plans, which he has the power to do, since all the troops assembled by young Fortinbras are Norwegian, and thus under the uncle’s control. I’m giving the job of delivering this letter to you, good Cornelius, and you, Voltemand. Your business in Norway will be limited to this task. (he gives them a paper) Now good-bye. Show your loyalty by leaving quickly, rather than with elaborate speeches.


CORNELIUS, VOLTEMAND


We’ll do our duty to you in that and everything else.


CLAUDIUS


I have no doubt you will. Good-bye.


CORNELIUS and VOLTEMAND exit.


And now, Laertes, what do you have to tell me? You have a favor to ask of me. What is it, Laertes? You’ll never waste your words when talking to the king of Denmark. What could you ever ask for that I wouldn’t give you? Your father and the Danish throne are as close as the mind and the heart, or the hand and the mouth. What would you like, Laertes?


LAERTES


My lord, I want your permission to go back to France, which I left to come to Denmark for your coronation. I confess, my thoughts are on France, now that my duty is done. Please, let me go.


CLAUDIUS


Do you have your father’s permission? What does Polonius say?


POLONIUS


My son has worn me down by asking me so many times. In the end I grudgingly consented. I beg you, let him go.


CLAUDIUS


In that case, leave when you like, Laertes, and spend your time however you wish. I hereby grant your request, and hope you have a good time. And now, Hamlet, my nephew and my son—


HAMLET


(speaking so no one else can hear) Too many family ties there for me.


CLAUDIUS


Why are you still so gloomy, with a cloud hanging over you?


HAMLET


It’s not true, sir. Your son is out in the sun.


GERTRUDE


My dear Hamlet, stop wearing these black clothes, and be friendly to the king. You can’t spend your whole life with your eyes to the ground remembering your noble father. It happens all the time, what lives must die eventually, passing to eternity.


HAMLET


Yes, mother, it happens all the time.


GERTRUDE


So why does it seem so particular to you?


HAMLET


“Seem,” mother? No, it is. I don’t know what you mean by “seem.” Neither my black clothes, my dear mother, nor my heavy sighs, nor my weeping, nor my downcast eyes, nor any other display of grief can show what I really feel. It’s true that all these things “seem” like grief, since a person could use them to fake grief if he wanted to. But I’ve got more real grief inside me that you could ever see on the surface. These clothes are just a hint of it.


 


CLAUDIUS


Hamlet, you are so sweet and such a good son to mourn your father like this. But you have to remember, that your father lost his father, who lost his father before him, and every time, each son has had to mourn his father for a certain period. But overdoing it is just stubborn. It’s not manly. It’s not what God wants, and it betrays a vulnerable heart and an ignorant and weak mind. Since we know that everyone must die sooner or later, why should we take it to heart? You’re committing a crime against heaven, against the dead, and against nature. And it’s irrational, since the truth is that all fathers must die. Please give up this useless mourning of yours and start thinking of me as your new father.


 


Because everyone knows that you are the man closest to this throne, and I love you just as much as any father loves his son. And your plans for going back to Wittenberg are not what I want. I’m asking you now to stay here in my company as the number-one member of my court, my nephew and now my son too.


GERTRUDE


Please answer my prayers, Hamlet, and stay with us.


Don’t go back to Wittenberg.


HAMLET


I’ll obey you as well as I can, ma’am.


CLAUDIUS


That’s the right answer—it shows your love. Stay in Denmark like us.—My dear wife, come. Hamlet’s agreeing to stay makes me happy, and every merry toast I’ll drink today will be heard as far as the clouds overhead. My drinking will be echoed in the heavens. Let’s go.


Trumpets play. Everyone except HAMLET exits.


 


HAMLET


Ah, I wish my dirty flesh could melt away into a vapor, or that God had not made a law against suicide. Oh God, God! How tired, stale, and pointless life is to me. Damn it! It’s like a garden that no one’s taking care of, and that’s growing wild. Only nasty weeds grow in it now. I can’t believe it’s come to this. My father’s only been dead for two months—no, not even two. Such an excellent king, as superior to my uncle as a god is to a beast, and so loving toward my mother that he kept the wind from blowing too hard on her face.


Oh God, do I have to remember that? She would hang on to him, and the more she was with him the more she wanted to be with him; she couldn’t get enough of him. Yet even so, within a month of my father’s death (I don’t even want to think about it. Oh women! You are so weak!), even before she had broken in the shoes she wore to his funeral, crying like crazy—even an animal would have mourned its mate longer than she did!—there she was marrying my uncle, my father’s brother, who’s about as much like my father as I’m like Hercules. Less than a month after my father’s death, even before the tears on her cheeks had dried, she remarried. Oh, so quick to jump into a bed of incest! That’s not good, and no good can come of it either. But my heart must break in silence, since I can’t mention my feelings aloud.


HORATIO, MARCELLUS, and BARNARDO enter.


HORATIO


Hello, sir.


HAMLET


Nice to see you again, Horatio—that is your name, right?


HORATIO


That’s me, sir. Still your respectful servant.


HAMLET


Not my servant, but my friend. I’ll change that name for you. But what are you doing so far from Wittenberg, Horatio? —Oh, Marcellus?


MARCELLUS


Hello, sir.


HAMLET


(to MARCELLUS) So nice to see you.—(to BARNARDO) Hello, sir. (to HORATIO)—But what are you doing away from Wittenberg, Horatio?


 


HORATIO


I felt like skipping school, sir.


HAMLET


I wouldn’t allow your enemies to say that, and I won’t believe it from you. I know you’d never skip school. What are you doing here in Elsinore? I’ll teach you to drink hard by the time you leave.


 


HORATIO


Sir, we came to see your father’s funeral.


HAMLET


Please, don’t make fun of me. I think you came to see my mother’s wedding instead.


HORATIO


Well, sir, it’s true it came soon after.


HAMLET


It was all about saving a few bucks, Horatio. The leftovers from the funeral dinner made a convenient wedding banquet. Oh, I’d rather have met my fiercest enemy in heaven, Horatio, than have lived through that terrible day! My father—I think I see my father.


HORATIO


Where, sir?


HAMLET


In my imagination, Horatio.


HORATIO


I saw him once. He was an admirable king.


HAMLET


He was a great human being. He was perfect in everything. I’ll never see the likes of him again.


HORATIO


Sir, I think I saw him last night.


HAMLET


Saw who?


HORATIO


Your father, sir. The dead king.


HAMLET


The king my father?!


HORATIO


Don’t get too excited yet, sir. Just listen carefully while I tell you the amazing thing I saw, with these gentlemen as witnesses.


HAMLET


For God’s sake, let me hear it.


HORATIO


After midnight, for two nights running, these two guards, Marcellus and Barnardo, saw a figure that looked very much like your father, in full armor from head to toe. It just appeared before them and marched past them with slow dignity three times, a staff’s distance from their amazed eyes, while they turned, quaking with fear and too shocked to speak. They told me all about this, so on the third night I agreed to come stand guard with them, to see for myself. It happened again, just as they had described. I knew your father. This ghost looked as much like him as my two hands are like each other.


 


HAMLET


But where did this happen?


MARCELLUS


On the platform where we stand guard, sir.


HAMLET


Didn’t you talk to it?


HORATIO


I did, sir, but it didn’t answer me. It raised its head once as if it was about to speak, but just then the rooster started crowing, and the ghost vanished from sight.


 


HAMLET


That’s very strange.


HORATIO


I swear to God it’s true, sir. We thought you ought to know about it.


 


HAMLET


Yes, I should know, but it disturbs me. Are you on duty again tonight?


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


Yes, sir.


HAMLET


It was armed, you say?


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


Armed, sir.


HAMLET


From head to toe?


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


Yes, from top to bottom, sir.


HAMLET


So you couldn’t see his face, then?


HORATIO


Oh, yes, we could, sir. He had his helmet visor up.


HAMLET


Was he frowning?


HORATIO


He looked more sad than angry.


HAMLET


Was he pale or flushed and red-faced?


HORATIO


Very pale, sir.


HAMLET


Did he stare at you?


HORATIO


The whole time.


HAMLET


I wish I’d been there.


HORATIO


You would have been very shocked.


HAMLET


I’m sure I would have. Did it stay a long time?


HORATIO


About as long as it would take someone to count slowly to a hundred.


MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


No, longer than that.


HORATIO


Not the time I saw it.


HAMLET


His beard was gray, right?


HORATIO


It was just like in real life, dark brown with silver whiskers in it.


HAMLET


I’ll stand guard with you tonight. Maybe it’ll come again.


HORATIO


I bet it will.


HAMLET


If it looks like my good father, I’ll speak to it, even if Hell itself opens up and tells me to be quiet. I ask you, if you’ve kept this a secret, keep doing so. Whatever happens tonight, don’t talk about it. I’ll return the favor. So good-bye for now. I’ll see you on the guards’ platform between eleven and twelve tonight.


 


 


HORATIO, MARCELLUS, BARNARDO


We’ll do our duty to you, sir.


HAMLET


Give me your love instead, as I give you mine. Goodbye.


Everyone except HAMLET exits.


 


My father’s ghost—armed! Something’s wrong. I suspect some foul play. I wish the night were here already! Until then, I have to remain calm. Bad deeds will be revealed, no matter how people try to hide them.


HAMLET exits.


[image: ]


 





ACT ONE, Scene 3



Original Text


Enter LAERTES and OPHELIA, his sister


LAERTES


My necessaries are embarked. Farewell.


And, sister, as the winds give benefit


And convey is assistant, do not sleep,


But let me hear from you.


OPHELIA


Do you doubt that?


LAERTES


5


For Hamlet and the trifling of his favor,


Hold it a fashion and a toy in blood,


A violet in the youth of primy nature,


Forward, not permanent, sweet, not lasting,


The perfume and suppliance of a minute.


10


No more.


OPHELIA


No more but so?


LAERTES


Think it no more.


For nature, crescent, does not grow alone


In thews and bulk, but, as this temple waxes,


The inward service of the mind and soul


Grows wide withal. Perhaps he loves you now,


15


And now no soil nor cautel doth besmirch


The virtue of his will, but you must fear.


His greatness weighed, his will is not his own,


For he himself is subject to his birth.


He may not, as unvalued persons do,


20


Carve for himself, for on his choice depends


The safety and health of this whole state.


And therefore must his choice be circumscribed


Unto the voice and yielding of that body


Whereof he is the head. Then if he says he loves you,


It fits your wisdom so far to believe it


25


As he in his particular act and place


May give his saying deed, which is no further


Than the main voice of Denmark goes withal.


Then weigh what loss your honor may sustain


If with too credent ear you list his songs,


30


Or lose your heart, or your chaste treasure open


To his unmastered importunity.


Fear it, Ophelia. Fear it, my dear sister,


And keep you in the rear of your affection,


Out of the shot and danger of desire.


35


The chariest maid is prodigal enough


If she unmask her beauty to the moon.


Virtue itself ’scapes not calumnious strokes.


The canker galls the infants of the spring


Too oft before their buttons be disclosed.


40


And in the morn and liquid dew of youth,


Contagious blastments are most imminent.


Be wary, then. Best safety lies in fear.


Youth to itself rebels, though none else near.


OPHELIA


I shall the effect of this good lesson keep


45


As watchman to my heart. But, good my brother,


Do not, as some ungracious pastors do,


Show me the steep and thorny way to heaven


Whiles, like a puffed and reckless libertine,


Himself the primrose path of dalliance treads


50


And recks not his own rede.


LAERTES


O, fear me not.


Enter POLONIUS


I stay too long. But here my father comes.


A double blessing is a double grace.


Occasion smiles upon a second leave.


POLONIUS


55


Yet here, Laertes? Aboard, aboard, for shame!


The wind sits in the shoulder of your sail


And you are stayed for. There, my blessing with thee.


And these few precepts in thy memory


Look thou character. Give thy thoughts no tongue,


60


Nor any unproportioned thought his act.


Be thou familiar but by no means vulgar.


Those friends thou hast, and their adoption tried,


Grapple them unto thy soul with hoops of steel,


But do not dull thy palm with entertainment


65


Of each new-hatched, unfledged comrade. Beware


Of entrance to a quarrel, but being in,


Bear ’t that th’ opposèd may beware of thee.


Give every man thy ear but few thy voice.


Take each man’s censure but reserve thy judgment.


70


Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy,


But not expressed in fancy—rich, not gaudy,


For the apparel oft proclaims the man,


And they in France of the best rank and station


Are of a most select and generous chief in that.


75


Neither a borrower nor a lender be,


For loan oft loses both itself and friend,


And borrowing dulls the edge of husbandry.


This above all: to thine own self be true,


And it must follow, as the night the day,


80


Thou canst not then be false to any man.


Farewell. My blessing season this in thee.


LAERTES


Most humbly do I take my leave, my lord.


POLONIUS


The time invites you. Go. Your servants tend.


LAERTES


Farewell, Ophelia, and remember well


85


What I have said to you.


OPHELIA


’Tis in my memory locked,


And you yourself shall keep the key of it.


LAERTES


Farewell.


Exit LAERTES


POLONIUS


What is ’t, Ophelia, he hath said to you?


OPHELIA


So please you, something touching the Lord Hamlet.


POLONIUS


90


Marry, well bethought.


’Tis told me he hath very oft of late


Given private time to you, and you yourself


Have of your audience been most free and bounteous.


If it be so as so ’tis put on me—


95


And that in way of caution—I must tell you,


You do not understand yourself so clearly


As it behooves my daughter and your honor.


What is between you? Give me up the truth.


OPHELIA


He hath, my lord, of late made many tenders


100


Of his affection to me.


POLONIUS


Affection! Pooh, you speak like a green girl,


Unsifted in such perilous circumstance.


Do you believe his “tenders,” as you call them?


OPHELIA


I do not know, my lord, what I should think.


POLONIUS


105


Marry, I’ll teach you. Think yourself a baby


That you have ta’en these tenders for true pay,


Which are not sterling. Tender yourself more dearly,


Or—not to crack the wind of the poor phrase,


Running it thus—you’ll tender me a fool.


OPHELIA


110


My lord, he hath importuned me with love


In honorable fashion.


POLONIUS


Ay, “fashion” you may call it. Go to, go to.


OPHELIA


And hath given countenance to his speech, my lord,


With almost all the holy vows of heaven.


POLONIUS


115


Ay, springes to catch woodcocks. I do know,


When the blood burns, how prodigal the soul


Lends the tongue vows. These blazes, daughter,


Giving more light than heat, extinct in both


Even in their promise as it is a-making,


120


You must not take for fire. From this time


Be somewhat scanter of your maiden presence.


Set your entreatments at a higher rate


Than a command to parley. For Lord Hamlet,


Believe so much in him that he is young,


125


And with a larger tether may he walk


Than may be given you. In few, Ophelia,


Do not believe his vows, for they are brokers


Not of that dye which their investments show,


But mere implorators of unholy suits,


130


Breathing like sanctified and pious bawds,


The better to beguile. This is for all:


I would not, in plain terms, from this time forth,


Have you so slander any moment leisure,


As to give words or talk with the Lord Hamlet.


135


Look to ’t, I charge you. Come your ways.


OPHELIA


I shall obey, my lord.


Exeunt
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