
Hamlet Act 1 Discussion Questions 

Scene 1 

1) In Act 1 sc. 1. Marcellus asks Horatio to explain why they have to stay up all night 
guarding the palace. Please explain the nature to the dispute Denmark is in right now that 
has these men up all night guarding the palace. Who is Denmark in dispute with, and 
why? What happened in the past?

2) Read and interpret the following passage. Explain to me what Hamlet is upset about. Use 
lines from the text to support your answer. 

O, that this too, too sullied flesh would melt 

Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew! 

Or that the Everlasting had not fix'd 

His canon 'gainst self-slaughter! O God! God! 

How weary, stale, flat and unprofitable, 

Seem to me all the uses of this world! 

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, 

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 

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 follow'd my poor father's body, 

Like Niobe, all tears:--why she, even she-- 

O, God! a beast, that wants discourse of reason, 

Would have mourn'd 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 

Had left the flushing in her galled 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. 



3) In scene 3, we meet the family of Polonius. Polonius is the right hand man for the newly 

crowned King Claudius. This scene is meant to be juxtaposed to the previous scene 

where Claudius and Gertrude are giving advice to Hamlet. I will discuss this in my next 

lecture. First, what advice does Laertes give to his sister Ophelia? Please use textual 

evidence to support your answer. Then tell me what advice Polonius gives to his son 

Laertes. Again, use textual evidence to support your answer. Finally, Polonius 

advises his daughter Ophelia in this scene. He warns her about something. What is 

his warning to her? 

 

4) When confronted by the Ghost in scene 4, Hamlet speaks the words below. What are his 

chief concerns? 

Angels and ministers of grace defend us! 

Be thou a spirit of health or goblin damned, 

Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell, 

Be thy intents wicked or charitable, 

Thou comest in such a questionable shape 

That I will speak to thee. I’ll call thee “Hamlet,” 

“King,” “Father,” “royal Dane.” O, answer me! 

Let me not burst in ignorance, but tell 

Why thy canonized bones, hearsed in death, 

Have burst their cerements; why the sepulcher 

Wherein we saw thee quietly interred, 

Hath oped his ponderous and marble jaws 

To cast thee up again. What may this mean, 

That thou, dead corse, again in complete steel 

Revisits thus the glimpses of the moon, 

Making night hideous and we fools of nature, 

So horridly to shake our disposition 

With thoughts beyond the reaches of our souls? 

Say why is this? Wherefore? What should we do? 

 

5) In Scene 5, Hamlet finds out how his father really died. Explain how his father really 

died. Hamlet is asked by the Ghost of his father to avenge his death. Is revenge the proper 

course of action here? What would you do? Explain your reasoning on this issue.  


