Ms. McLeod

ELA B30

-The Rotten State of Denmark -
a Study of Shakespeare's Hamlet
"Something is rotten in the state of Denmark" Seminar


“…I will speak daggers…”

-Hamlet Act Three-

· In your group you will prepare to deliver a seminar to your class in which you explore ONE aspect of the theme of corruption on which so much of this play is based.
The topics are: 

· Claudius - a corrupt king? 

· Revenge - is it the right thing to do in this play? 

· Hamlet - to what extent is he affected by the corruption which surrounds him? 

· Ophelia - how far is she a victim in this play? 

· Polonius - how does he represent the immorality at court? 

· Madness - how is this presented in the play? 

· Spying - how do deceptive appearances add to the mistrust in the play? 

· The language of Hamlet - how does this emphasize the misery of this corrupt court? Ex. “Denmark is a prison”.
· Act 5 Scene 2 - a satisfactory solution? 

Preparing for your seminar: 

1. Brainstorm initial ideas and look back through notes on the play. 

2. Research the aspect in greater depth: read key scenes again, brainstorm your own response; find useful quotations to support your points; look at notes on the Internet and your own answers to the Hamlet questions studied in class. 

3. Come to a judgment on your topic - they are all evaluative titles, much like exam essay questions, and you should be ready to present evidence on both sides of your argument before concluding. 

4. Each person in the group must speak, from notes. 
5. Prepare a Power point or a dramatic performance which refers only to the headings or key points in your workshop presentation. 

6. Prepare a handout which summarizes your notes - this will be given out to the class afterwards (1 page in length). 
*Note: A seminar/workshop is a conference/meeting for discussion and training.

Hamlet: Theme Tracking

1. Action and Inaction

Hamlet fits in a literary tradition called the revenge play, in which a man must take revenge against those who have in some way wronged him. Yet Hamlet turns the revenge play on its head in an ingenious way: Hamlet, the man seeking revenge, can’t actually bring himself to take revenge. For reason after reason, some clear to the audience, some not, he delays. Hamlet’s delay has been a subject of debate from the day the play was first performed, and he is often held up as an example of the classic “indecisive” person, who thinks too much and acts too little. But Hamlet is more complicated and interesting than such simplistic analysis would indicate. Because while it’s true that Hamlet fails to act while many other people do act, it’s not as if the actions of the other characters in the play work out.   

2. Appearance vs. Reality

In Act 1, scene 2 of Hamlet, Gertrude asks why Hamlet is still in mourning two months after his father died: “Why seems it so particular with thee?” Hamlet responds: “Seems, madam? Nay, it is, I know not ‘seems.’” (1.2.75-76). The difference between “seems” (appearance) and “is” (reality) is crucial in Hamlet. Every character is constantly trying to figure out what the other characters think, as opposed to what those characters are pretending to think. The characters try to figure each other out by using deception of their own, such as spying and plotting.  Hamlet often speaks in riddles (saying one thing, but meaning another).  Literary devices (such as oxymoron—“smiling villain”) are also used to reinforce this theme.  

3. Corruption, Poison, and Disease

In medieval times people believed that the health of a nation was connected to the legitimacy of its king. In Hamlet, Denmark is often described as poisoned, diseased, or corrupt under Claudius’s leadership. As visible in the nervous soldiers on the ramparts in the first scene and the commoners outside the castle who Claudius fears might rise up in rebellion, even those who don’t know that Claudius murdered Old Hamlet sense the corruption of Denmark and are disturbed. It is as if the poison Claudius poured into Old Hamlet’s ear has spread through Denmark itself.  Hamlet also speaks in terms of rot and corruption, describing the world as an “unweeded garden” and constantly referring to decomposing bodies. 

4. Honour and Revenge

Every society is defined by its codes of conduct—its rules about how to act and behave. There are many scenes in Hamlet when one person tells another how to act: Claudius lectures Hamlet on the proper show of grief; Polonius advises Laertes on practical rules for getting by at university in France; Hamlet constantly lectures himself on what he should be doing. In Hamlet, the codes of conduct are largely defined by religion and an aristocratic code that demands honor and revenge if honor has been soiled. But as Hamlet actually begins to pursue revenge against Claudius, he discovers that the codes of conduct themselves don’t fit together. Religion actually opposes revenge, which would mean that taking revenge could endanger Hamlet’s own soul. In other words, Hamlet discovers that the codes of conduct on which society is founded are contradictory. In such a world, Hamlet suggests, the reasons for revenge become muddy, and the idea of justice confused.

