Hamlet Study Guide for Act II

Scene 1

1. This act begins the spy theme.  Why?

2. Who is the protagonist?  Who are the antagonists in this play?

3. Does the dialogue where Polonius asks Reynaldo to spy on his son make Polonius a more or less admirable character than you had judged from his behavior in Act I, scene 2?  Explain.

4. Describe Hamlet’s change in behavior toward Ophelia.

5. How does Polonius interpret this change?

6. Has Ophelia obeyed her father as far as Hamlet is concerned?

7. Is Polonius’ interpretation correct?

Scene 2  Elsinore.  A room in the castle.

1. What request does the King make of Rosencrantz and Guildentstern (close friends of Hamlet) in the opening?

2. How does the Ghost’s revelation to Hamlet shed light on the reason behind the King’s request?

3. Are Rosencrantz and Guildenstern successful in their mission.  Explain.

4. What is Polonius’ plan for testing his theory about Hamlet’s mad behavior?

5. What message do Voltimand and Cornelius bring from Norway?

6. Why does King Claudius find the message reassuring?

7. Does the plan involve any elements of danger?

8. What is it that Young Fortinbras and young Hamlet now have in common?

9. What does Polonius mean by “brevity is the soul of wit?”  Does he take this advice himself?

10. Hamlet’s soliloquy at the end of this long scene indicates his state of uncertainty and his plans for determining his “true course.”  Are there any indications of madness?

11. What train of thought is he following when he cries out, “What’s Hecuba to him, or he to Hecuba/ That he should weep for her?”  Why should the player be so emotional since the people and events portrayed are only make-believe?

12. Why does Hamlet refer to himself as pigeon-liver’d?”

13. What reason does Hamlet offer for his delay in avenging his father’s murder?

14. What course of action has the presence of the players suggest to Hamlet?

Act II in Review

1. Why did Hamlet call Polonius a fishmonger?

2. Polonius says of Hamlet’s madness, “Though this be madness, yet there is method in ‘t.”  Just as fools or clowns in Shakespeare’s other plays often prove wiser that the normal characters, so Hamlet in his madness comes closer to the truth than do the “sane” characters.  Find indications of Hamlet’s wisdom in his conversation with Polonius.

3. Comment on Hamlet’s remarks in his conversation with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern.  Do they suggest that he is mad?

4. How would you reconcile his speech in these lines with his behavior as reported to Polonius by Ophelia?

5. What is your opinion of Polonius now?

Contrast the following three men:  Polonius, King Claudius, Hamlet

