A Summary of Hamlet (The Tale of A Screwed up Prince)
Act I (Who’s Your Daddy?) and Act II (Man, You’re Nuts)
In Act I, we are introduced to the setting.

Scene 1: It’s the castle Elsinore, in Denmark. Apparently, this young upstart Fortinbras from Norway wants to take over Denmark because his dad was killed by the ex-king of Denmark. Why ex? Because he, too, is dead. Guards at the gates have seen the ghost of the king, and boy are they freaked out. The guards, accompanied by this guy named Horatio, see the ghost again. They go to tell the prince Hamlet about the ghost.
Scene 2: Meanwhile, at the palace, it’s two months since the ex-king died, and his son Hamlet is still wearing his black clothes of mourning. Not so with Hamlet’s trampy mom, Gertrude. She’s gone and married the ex-king’s brother, Claudius. Hamlet’s a bit peeved by this (I’d be scared if he wasn’t). hamlet’s friend, Laertes (the son of Polonius and brother of Ophelia), wants to go to university in Paris, as does Hamlet. Claudius says that Laertes can go, but not Hamlet. All the courtiers leave, and Hamlet rants and raves about his promiscuous mother, his horrid uncle, and his poor dad. Horatio and the guards enter and tell Hamlet that they’ve seen his dad. They decide to go see if the ghost will speak the next night.

Scene 3: Laertes is getting ready to go back to Paris. He advises Ophelia to “keep her chaste treasure” (read: don’t go sleeping around with anyone, girl) and not to believe that Hamlet loves her. Polonius tells Laertes to be himself, odd advice from the man who tells Ophelia not to be herself and not to love Hamlet. Ophelia, a bit upset, says she’ll obey. Being the good subservient Elizabethan girl that she is, we can assume that she will.
Scene 4: Claudius and company are getting drunk, while Horatio and Hamlet and assorted guards go to see the ghost. The ghost comes (no big surprise there) and beckons Hamlet to come with him. He does.

Scene 5: The ghost tells Hamlet how screwed over he is. The ghost is Hamlet’s dad. He was murdered by Claudius with the “juice of cursed hebona” poured in his ear and now he’s doomed to hell because he had no last rights. He tells Hamlet to revenge his dear dead dad. Hamlet makes Horatio and assorted guards promise never to reveal what they’ve seen. They promise.

Act II is where everything starts to get good…

Scene 1: Polonius, being the sneaky guy he is, sends a servant to check up on Laertes. Then Ophelia comes, crying and shaking, saying that Hamlet, not fully clothed, held her arms, shook her, and sighed so pitifully it made her cry. Self-centered Polonius thinks it’s because of his mandate to Ophelia that Hamlet’s all whacked out. He says he’s sorry that he made it happen. POLONIUS, IT’S NOT YOUR FAULT!!! Anyway, Polonius decides to kiss the king’s heiney and tell him about the madness.
Scene 2: Claudius gets Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, childhood friends of Hamlet, to ask him why he’s crazy. Apparently, this craziness has been going on for a while. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, guys who love kissing the king’s Gluteus maximus, agree to sell out their friend. Polonius enters and lets the king know that Fortinbras (the prince who wanted to conquer Denmark) has been persuaded to stop his conquering spree by his uncle. He tries to let the king and queen know what he thinks (with this funny long language) about Hamlet’s madness re: Ophelia, but they don’t buy it one single bit. The queen thinks it is her hasty marriage which has caused her son to lose his mind- hmm, you figure? Hamlet enters pretending to be mad (in the Mel Gibson movie, Mel Gibson shines in this art) and causes Polonius to leave. Hamlet soon finds that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern have been sent by the king to spy on him, so he dodges their questions, and gets an excuse to change the subject because a troupe of actors have arrived. Hamlet asks the actors to talk about the death of King Priam of Troy and the grief that his wife, Hecuba, feels. It’s a clever way to show how Gertrude is not acting. Polonius leads the actors away. The principal actor remains with Hamlet. Hammie asks the actor to perform a play called “The Murder of Gonzago”, with a couple of lines added in by Hamlet himself. Hamlet chews himself out about being less enthusiastic about getting revenge on his dead father than the actors are about their lines. He decides to stage the murder of his father by his uncle. He’ll watch Claudius’s reaction, and decide then if he really did murder the ex-king.
Act III (Did I Do That? Oops.)

In Act III, everyone reflects on their blunders, or commits them. The climax is in this act.

Scene 1: Claudius, Gertrude, and Polonius plant Ophelia in the lobby, while Claudius and Polonius spy in on the conversation. Hamlet enters and says his soliloquy, ‘To be or not to be’, up until the moment he notices Ophelia. He tells her he never loved her and tells her to “get thee to a nunnery” which could mean either go to a convent or go to a brothel. Choose your translation. Claudius now starts to worry about his safety and decides to get him out of the way by sending him to England. Polonius suggests one final attempt at discovering the reasons for Hamlet’s behavior by arranging a meeting with his mother, the tramp Gertrude.

Scene 2: Having given his instructions to the actors, Hamlet asks Horatio to watch the reactions of the king during the performance. The king, queen and their court attend the performance. Hamlet, his head on Ophelia’s knees, makes some lewd comments, prepares to make comments to her about the play, which is preceded by a mimed summary of the action, followed by some words addressed to the public by a character called ‘Prologue’. In the Mel Gibson version, Prologue looks like Marilyn Manson. The spoken play itself begins stressing the themes of treason, murder and incest. At the moment Lucianus (the actor king’s nephew) pours poison into the ear of the king (think Hamlet’s dad, the ex-king) Claudius rises and leaves the hall in anger and fear, even though Hamlet had warned him that the play would deal with the murder of Duke Gonzago in Vienna. Guess he didn’t get it. Hamlet now understands that his father was murdered by Claudius (took him long enough). The king sends Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, then Polonius, to convey his mother’s wish that they speak with each other. Hamlet declares his intention to “speak daggers, but use none” towards his mom. Ooh, this is getting good!
Scene 3: Claudius tells Rosencrantz and Guildenstern (the butt-kissers) to take Hamlet to England. Polonius goes to spy on Hamlet’s meeting with the queen. Left alone, the king says he has remorse for his actions, and gets down on his knees to pray and ask for forgiveness for his sins. Hamlet enters and could easily kill the king, but decides not to, excusing his wimpiness by saying that the king will go to heaven if he’s killed during his prayers. He leaves to talk to his mom, and it turns out that Claudius couldn’t pray for forgiveness because he didn’t really want any.

Scene 4: Polonius, hidden behind a hanging curtain, overhears the conversation between Gertrude and Hamlet. Hamlet starts to get mad at his mother, and Gertrude gets so scared she calls out for help. When Polonius calls out for help too, Hamlet kills him, crying “What ho! A rat!”, thinking he’s Claudius. He then yells at dirty Gertie for bedding down with Claudius and not remembering the ex-king. The ghost of the dead king arrives and urges Hamlet to seek vengeance against the king but not to add to the suffering of his mother, who’s going to pay for it in hell. Hamlet asks his mother to stop sharing Claudius’ bed. Okay, this is where the psychology begins. Well, some people theorize that Hamlet wants his mother. You know, as in WANTS his mother. He’s afraid of what he’s thinking, though, so tells her not to sleep around to deny his feelings for her. Frankly I don’t know. I really don’t believe it though. I don’t want to believe it. Anyway, Hamlet tells Gertrude to tell Claudius what happened. He leaves the room (after kissing his mom good night), dragging behind him the dead body of Polonius.
Act IV (It’s A Mad Mad World), Act V (Everybody Hurts Sometimes), and Body Count
In Act IV, things start to unravel. The falling action is here.
Scene 1: Gertrude is now convinced that her son is mad (or, as I like to think, pretends to be convinced to save him) and informs the king of the death of Polonius. The king realizes that he probably was Hamlet’s target and tells Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to leave immediately for England with Hamlet.

Scene 2: Rosencrantz and Guildenstern try to discover where Hamlet has hidden Polonius’ body. Hamlet mocks them and refuses to answer. Nevertheless he agrees to meet the king, after a long chase scene. This is really funny in the Kenneth Branagh version.

Scene 3: Hamlet refuses to answer the king’s questions but pretends to be happy to go into exile (watch this in the Kenneth Branagh version. It’s hilarious!!!!). Left alone, Claudius reveals that he has ordered that Hamlet be executed on his arrival in England. Oh no!

Scene 4: Before leaving for England, Hamlet meets Fortinbras , who is crossing Denmark to battle for crappy lands in Poland. Musing on the stupidity of this action, Hamlet, who has to avenge the death of his father, reproaches his own inactivity and declares “from this time forth, my thoughts be bloody or be nothing worth!”. (Intermission in Kenneth Branagh version)

Scene 5: Ophelia arrives, mad as hell because of a variety of things, but mainly her dad’s death and Hamlet’s spurning. Gertrude tries to reason with her, but she doesn’t say anything that makes sense. She talks about death, and untrue lovers. Laertes arrives from France wanting to know why his father was killed, by whom, and why he wasn’t buried properly. He has a band of people, ready to lynch Claudius and Gertrude, waiting just outside the door. Just at the moment the king is preparing to explain, Ophelia enters the room, nutty as an acorn. Realizing what has befallen his sister, Laertes promises to punish those responsible for his father, Polonius’s, death.
Scene 6: Horatio receives a letter from Hamlet in which he describes how his ship had been attacked by pirates, who spared him after realizing that with Hamlet’s help, they’ll get to see the king. Hamlet informs Horatio that Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are still on their way to England.

Scene 7: Claudius holds Hamlet responsible for the death of Polonius and Ophelia’s madness and tells Laertes the reasons which pushed him to spare Hamlet. Firstly, Gertrude loves Hamlet. Secondly, Hamlet has the support of the people. A messenger arrives and announces Hamlet’s return. Claudius consider strategies and suggests that Laertes provoke his nephew into a duel. Laertes adds to Claudius’s proposition and announces his intention to coat the end of his sword with a deadly poison. In addition Claudius will offer Hamlet a poisoned goblet during the duel just to screw him over even more. Gertrude enters and announces the death of Ophelia, who has drowned.

Act V ends the play, as well as most of the characters’ lives
Scene 1: Hamlet and Horatio come across two gravediggers preparing Ophelia’s tomb. The gravediggers theorize whether or not Ophelia’s death was suicide or just stupidity, and decide upon suicide. They say the only reason that Ophelia’s getting a Christian burial is because she’s a gentlewoman. Of course, Hamlet and Horatio don’t hear this. They come in. hamlet talks to them concerning the nature of life and death. Examining skulls uncovered by the gravediggers he is saddened to find that of Yorick, the fool who amused him in his childhood. Here’s where he says, “Alas! Poor Yorick- I knew him, Horatio” etc. the funeral procession arrives. Laertes curses whom he considers the assassin of his sister Ophelia and jumps in the grave for no particular reason. Hamlet joins him there and they grapple (get him in a side mount, Hammie!) They are separated by everyone and before leaving Hamlet shouts of his love for Ophelia.

Scene 2: Hamlet tells Horatio how he was able to substitute for a letter from the king asking the English authorities to execute him another demanding the execution of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, the bearers of the message. Ha ha! Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are dead. Next he tries to make reconciliation with Laertes and offers him apologies for having wronged him. Osric, a courtier, enters to ensure that Hamlet takes part in the duel. Laertes had seemed ready to accept Hamlet’s friendship but now insists that they fight each other; Hamlet accepts the challenge and the duel begins. After the first exchanges and parries Claudius offers the poisoned goblet to Hamlet, who puts it aside. Hamlet carries the opening exchanges and Gertrude drinks to his health from the poisoned goblet. In the following chaos both duelists are wounded by the poisoned sword, Gertrude dies and Laertes reveals the plot concocted by himself and Claudius. Hamlet throws himself on Claudius and stabs him with the poisoned sword before screwing him over completely by forcing him to drink from the poisoned goblet. Laertes dies after reconciliation with Hamlet. Horatio also wants to drink from the goblet to join his best friend (aww! how loyal!) but Hamlet tells him not to, begging him to tell the story of the whole living-dead incest tragedy. At that moment Fortinbras arrives from Poland and Hamlet expresses his wish that the prince of Norway should rule Denmark. He dies presently with a series of O’s. The ambassadors arrive and announce the execution of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. Fortinbras orders that Hamlet be given funeral honors like he’s a military general.
FIN
BODY COUNT

Claudius- poisoned sword/poisoned goblet

Gertrude- poisoned goblet

Hamlet- poisoned sword

Laertes- poisoned sword

Ophelia- drowning/suicide

Polonius- regular old sword

Rosencrantz/Guildenstern- execution
