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Hamlet, by William Shakespeare

In A Nutshell
Hamlet, a tragedy written by William Shakespeare between 1599 and 1601, is the story of

Prince Hamlet, whose father, the King of Denmark, is murdered by Hamlet’s uncle. This

murderous uncle then marries Hamlet’s mother. The play centers around Hamlet’s angst and

indecision about how to avenge his father’s death. Hamlet has a lot of "most famous" in it. It's

Shakespeare's most famous play about Shakespeare's most famous character (that would be

Hamlet), and it contains Shakespeare's most famous line: "To be or not to be, that is the

question." But really, what’s the big deal?

Many scholars celebrate Hamlet because it marks the emergence of a new kind of literature

that focuses on the struggles and conflicts within a single individual, rather than the external

conflicts between individuals. The form of literature now known as the novel would take this

idea and run with it. But when Hamlet was written, the novel form was not quite where it is

now. Hamlet was one of the first characters ever to have such a developed, and mysterious,

inner life.
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 The big question of all of English literature: why does Hamlet delay so long in avenging

his father ’s murder? We offered some well-known critical theories, but who knows, maybe

all those scholar people missed something. Give it a shot.

2 What is the role of theater within Hamlet? What is the purpose of the Hecuba speech, the

play-within-the-play, and Hamlet ’s advice to actors? What practical purposes do theatrical

moments serve in the plot? What symbolic purposes do they serve? Does theater "hold, as

twere, a mirror up to nature" (3.2.21-22)?

3 Hamlet is full of madness, both real and feigned (maybe). What is the difference between

the mad and the sane characters in the play, especially in what they say and how they say

it? What are the similarities and differences between Hamlet ’s madness and Ophelia ’s?
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