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Introduction

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet holds an undisputed place among the greatest works in
world literature. Written at the turn of the seventeenth century, the play remains one
of the most studied, performed, and discussed dramas for students and scholars alike.
Complex in its characterization, profound in its ideas, and powerful in its dramatic
structure, Hamlet endures not only for its poetic beauty but for its exploration of
enduring human concerns—revenge, grief, morality, and the search for meaning in a
world rife with uncertainty.

The story of Hamlet unfolds in the shadowed halls of Elsinore Castle, against a
backdrop of political instability and personal confusion. The sudden death of King
Hamlet, the hasty remarriage of Queen Gertrude to the new king Claudius, and the
appearance of a mysterious ghost propel the young Prince Hamlet onto a path of
internal and external conflict. The choices Hamlet faces, and his frequent hesitation in
the face of duty, have provoked centuries of debate about the nature of action,
indecision, and the demands of conscience.

Context is critical to a full appreciation of Hamlet. The play was composed during a
period of profound change in England—a time marked by shifts in religious belief,
questions of political succession, and growing awareness of both the fragility and
potential of the human mind. The uncertainties of late Elizabethan England echo in the
uncertainty that defines Hamlet's own predicament, and the broader anxieties of the
time are reflected in the play’s treatment of supernatural visitation, questions of the
afterlife, and the legitimacy of authority.

Shakespeare’s achievement lies not only in his use of dramatic conventions like the
revenge tragedy but in his transformation of them. Instead of offering a
straightforward tale of vengeance, he created a hero who thinks deeply, struggles
mightily, and whose tragic flaw may be found as much in his excessive reflection as in
any external obstacle. The psychological realism and philosophical questioning
exhibited by Hamlet give the play a universality that has spoken to audiences for over
four centuries.

This book, Notes on Hamlet: Notes and Commentary for Students on the Play by
Shakespeare, is designed to provide English literature students with a clear and
accessible guide to understanding the play’s intricacies. Through commentary,
summaries, analysis of character and theme, and explanations of literary devices,
students will gain both foundational knowledge and new insights. Each chapter
addresses a specific aspect of the drama, encouraging further inquiry and critical
reflection.
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Whether you are reading Hamlet for the first time or returning to uncover new depths,
these notes are aimed at deepening your appreciation for Shakespeare’s masterpiece.
By examining the textual, cultural, and historical underpinnings of the play, students
can move beyond surface readings to consider the broader significance of Hamlet's
journey and the rich legacy it has left for literature and theatre.
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CHAPTER ONE: The World of Elsinore: Setting and
Political Context

William Shakespeare’s Hamlet unfolds within the imposing, and ultimately suffocating,
confines of Elsinore Castle. Far more than just a backdrop for the action, this Danish
royal seat is a central character in itself, its architecture, atmosphere, and political
climate deeply intertwined with the unfolding tragedy. From the windswept
battlements where spectral visitors stalk the night to the gilded halls where power is
brokered and deceit is woven, Elsinore embodies the state of Denmark itself—a
kingdom seemingly secure yet inwardly fractured and vulnerable.

The play opens not in a comfortable parlour or busy marketplace, but on the castle
battlements, in the dead of a cold night. This immediate choice of setting is crucial.
Battlements are places of defense and vigilance, the outermost boundary against
external threats. Yet, here, the threat first appears within the castle walls, a ghost
emerging from the darkness, a terrifying manifestation of internal corruption and
unsettled scores. This initial image establishes a sense of unease and foreboding that
permeates the entire play. The guards' tension, their shared apprehension of the
supernatural visitor, sets a tone of heightened reality, suggesting that in Elsinore, the
veil between worlds is thin, and all is not as it seems.

Denmark, as depicted in the play, is a kingdom preparing for war. The new King
Claudius speaks of the "joint and several head / Of the whole kingdom" facing the
threat posed by young Fortinbras of Norway, who seeks to reclaim lands lost by his
father to King Hamlet. This external pressure adds another layer to the already tense
atmosphere within the castle. The sounds of preparation - "Why such impress of
shipwrights, whose sore task / Does not divide the Sunday from the week," and the
nightly watch - underscore the precariousness of the kingdom’s position. The political
health of Denmark is clearly linked to the moral health of its rulers and its ruling court.

A royal court in the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods was the epicentre of power,
culture, and, often, intrigue. Elsinore is presented as such a place—a stage for public
performance and political maneuvering. The King and Queen hold court, dispense
favors, and conduct state business in formal settings. Yet, these public displays often
mask private anxieties and Machiavellian plotting. The necessity of maintaining
appearances, of presenting a united and stable front to the world (and indeed, to the
rest of the court), creates an environment ripe for deception.

The physical layout of the castle reflects this duality. There are grand public
spaces—the throne room, the hall where plays are staged—and then there are the
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more private chambers, like the Queen's closet or Polonius's rooms, where
eavesdropping occurs and secrets are confronted. The movement between these
spaces often marks shifts in the dramatic tension, from the carefully controlled
environment of the court assembly to the raw emotional confrontations that occur
behind closed doors.

The speed with which Claudius assumes the throne and marries Gertrude is a political
act as much as a personal one. It is presented as a necessary measure to ensure
stability in the face of the Norwegian threat. Claudius articulates this to his court:
"Therefore our sometime sister, now our queen, / Th' imperial jointress to this warlike
state, / Have we—as 'twere with a defeated joy... taken to wife." However, the haste of
this transition feels unnatural and contributes to the sense of something being
fundamentally wrong in Denmark, a feeling famously articulated by Marcellus:
"Something is rotten in the state of Denmark." This rottenness is not just moral; it is
deeply political, a corruption at the very heart of the ruling power.

The court of Elsinore is also a place of constant surveillance. Polonius is the prime
example, encouraging his servants to spy on his son Laertes and actively engineering
situations to eavesdrop on Hamlet. Claudius and Gertrude employ Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern to uncover the cause of Hamlet's distress. This pervasive atmosphere of
suspicion and spying is not merely a plot device; it is a defining characteristic of the
political environment. In Elsinore, trust is a dangerous commodity, and appearances
must be carefully managed because one is always potentially under observation.

Hamlet himself feels the weight of this environment. He is a student, an intellectual,
pulled from the relatively free academic world of Wittenberg into the stifling, politically
charged atmosphere of the court. His famous soliloquies often occur when he is alone,
seeking a private space within the public prison of the castle to wrestle with his
thoughts. The castle becomes a symbol of his entrapment, a gilded cage from which
he cannot escape the pressures of his duty and the reality of the corruption around
him.

The presence of the Ghost introduces a supernatural element that is also tied to the
setting. The Ghost walks the battlements at night, a liminal space between the secure
interior of the castle and the dangerous exterior world, and perhaps also between the
world of the living and the dead. Its appearance challenges the ordered reality of the
court and forces Hamlet to confront truths that lie beneath the polished surface of
Elsinore life. The uncertainty surrounding the Ghost's true nature—is it a damned
spirit, a demon, or his father's soul from purgatory?—would have resonated with
contemporary audiences grappling with the religious shifts of the Reformation, adding
another layer of unease to the castle's spiritual climate.

Even the indoor spaces carry symbolic weight. The King's prayer scene takes place in
a private area, revealing Claudius's hidden guilt and his inability to truly repent,
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showing that even sacred spaces within the castle are tainted. The Queen's closet,
intended as a private maternal space, becomes the site of confrontation, accidental
murder, and psychological unraveling. These rooms are not neutral; they are charged
with the emotional and political history that occurs within them.

The military preparations for Fortinbras, the constant watch, and the talk of foreign
policy highlight the external pressures on Denmark. However, the play consistently
reminds us that the greatest threat comes not from without, but from within the castle
walls—the fratricide committed by Claudius, the moral decay it represents, and the
subsequent instability it creates. Elsinore is thus a microcosm of the kingdom, its
physical and political architecture mirroring the spiritual and moral condition of its
inhabitants.

The transition of power from King Hamlet to Claudius is presented as a disruption of
the natural order. King Hamlet was a warrior king, associated with strength and
martial prowess. Claudius is depicted as more of a politician, adept at maneuvering
and persuasion, but associated with excess (drink) and deceit. This shift in leadership
style and morality contributes to the sense of decline within the court, a feeling that
the glory days are past and a less honorable era has begun.

The political climate also dictates the behavior of characters like Polonius, whose
primary concern is maintaining his position and favor within the new regime. His
willingness to use his children as pawns in his political games is a direct consequence
of the court's emphasis on power and influence above genuine human connection. His
death, while eavesdropping, is a grimly ironic end for someone who thrived on the
court's culture of surveillance and intrigue.

Ophelia's madness and death are also tragically linked to the political environment of
Elsinore. Caught between her duty to her manipulative father and her complex
relationship with the Prince, she is a victim of the court's power struggles. Her public
breakdown and death by drowning, outside the castle walls yet stemming directly
from the events within, underscore how the corruption of Elsinore poisons even the
innocent.

The arrival of Fortinbras at the play's end brings a return to military order and a clear
resolution to the political succession. Fortinbras, a decisive military leader, contrasts
sharply with the indecisive Hamlet and the corrupt Claudius. His taking control of the
desolate castle signifies a potential cleansing of the rottenness that has plagued
Elsinore, although the heavy cost in human lives underscores the devastating
consequences of the preceding political turmoil and moral decay. The castle, having
witnessed so much death and deception, stands as a silent monument to the tragic
events that transpired within its walls.

The setting of Elsinore, therefore, is far more than just a place; it is a character, a
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symbol, and a driving force in the play. Its cold stone, its watchful battlements, its
secretive chambers, and its politically charged atmosphere create the perfect
environment for the unfolding tragedy of Hamlet. The world within Elsinore is a world
of appearances, surveillance, and deep-seated corruption, a reflection of the troubled
state of Denmark and the complex internal landscape of the characters who inhabit it.
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