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Act IV discussion questions

1. When Gertrude reports that Hamlet killed Polonius, what does Claudius realize?

2. What two things does Hamlet call Rosencrantz?  Why are these characterizations particularly apt?

3. Although Hamlet is obviously having a great deal of fun playing hide-and-go-seek with the body of Polonius, what very important conclusion does he reach about the nature of death?

4. How do the actions of Fortinbras prompt Hamlet’s fourth soliloquy?

a) Consider Hamlet’s fourth soliloquy (4.4.34-69).

b) What conclusion does Hamlet reach about human nature?

c) What is Hamlet’s tragic flaw?

d) How does Hamlet contrast himself with Fortinbras?  What does he realize about the nature of Fortinbras’s efforts?

5. Consider Ophelia’s first madness scene (4.5.26-78).

a)  What has upset her?

b) What is ironic about Ophelia’s condition?

c) What are the major themes of her songs?

6. Why is Claudius surprised to receive a letter from Hamlet?

7. How is Claudius able to take advantage of Laertes’s grief and anger?  How does he “bait” him?

8. In Ophelia’s second appearance as a mad woman (4.5.178-224), what is the significance of the “flowers” Ophelia hands out?  What is the effect of her condition on Laertes?

9. How does Ophelia die?  How is this ironic in light of Hamlet’s previous meditations/soliloquies?

