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On a dark winter night
outside Elsinore Castle
in Denmark, Francisco, a soldier
on guard duty, paces up and down
at his post; then Bernardo, an
officer, approaches him. “Who’s
there?” Bernardo cries when he

hears a footstep near him. Francisco

answers: “No, answer me. Stand and

unfold yourself.” After they ensure
that the other is also a watchman,
they relax. Cold, tired, and apprehensive from his many hours of guarding the castle, Francisco
thanks Bernardo, “For this relief much thanks. It is bitter cold, and I am sick at heart.” Bernardo
replies: “It is now struck twelve. Get you to bed, Francisco. Good night. If you do meet Horatio
and Marcellus, the rivals of my watch, bid them make haste.”
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S hortly thereafter,

Bernardo is
joined by Marcellus,
another watchman, and
Horatio, a friend of the
Prince Hamlet. Bernardo
and Marcellus have
urged Horatio to stand
watch with them, because
they believe they have
something shocking to
show him. In hushed

tones, they discuss the

apparition they have seen for the past two nights, and which they now hope to show Horatio.
As Bernardo is telling Horatio how the specter had appeared one hour after midnight, the
ghost itself enters. It appears in the fair and warlike form of the late King Hamlet of Denmark.
Marcellus cries: “You are a scholar, speak to it, Horatio.” But when Horatio charges the ghost in
heaven’s name to speak, the apparition stalks away. The pale and trembling Horatio admits that it

is something more than fantasy.
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oratio declares
chat the ghost
must bring warning of
impending misfortune for
Denmark, perhaps in the
form of a military attack.
He recounts the story of
King Hamlet’s conquest of
certain lands once belonging
to Norway, saying that
Fortinbras, the young prince

of Norway of unimproved
mettle hot and full, who has
sharked up a lost of lawless people in the skirts of Norway here and there and seeks to recover
those forfeited lands by strong hand and required terms. Again the ghost appears, and again
Horatio courageously challenges it to speak, “Stay, illusion! If you have any sound, or use of voice,
speak to me; if there be any good thing to be done that may do ease to you, and, grace to me,
speak to me; if you have secret knowlage of your country’s fate which, happily, foreseeing may
avoid, oh, speak! Or if you have buried extorted treasure in the womb of earth in your life, for

which, they say, you spirits often walk in death, speak of it: stay and speak!”
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t was about to speak, but at the crow of a clock, it starts like a guilty thing upon a fearful
Isummons and then departs. Horatio suggests that they tell Prince Hamlet, the dead
king’s son, about the apparition. He believes that though the ghost did not speak to him, if it
is really the ghost of King Hamlet, it will not refuse to speak to his beloved son, and Hamlet
should be acquainted with it as needful in their loves, fitting their duty.
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The morning
after Horatio
and the guardsmen see
the ghost, in a room of
state at Elsinore, the King
Claudius and the Queen
enter, accompanied
by Lord Chamberlain
Polonius, his son Laertes,
and various members of
the court and attendants.

King Claudius gives a

speech to his courtiers,
explaining his recent marriage to Gertrude, his brother’s widow and the mother of Prince
Hamlet. Claudius says that he mourns his brother but has chosen to balance Denmark’s
mourning with the delight of his marriage. He adds: “Now follows, that you know, young
Fortinbras, holding a weak supposal of our worth, or thinking by our late dear brother’s death our
state to be disjoint and out of frame, taken with this dream of his advantage, he has not failed to
pester us with message importing the surrender of those lands lost by his father, with all bands of
law, to our most brave brother. We have here written to uncle of young Fortinbra to suppress his

further gait, who, impotent and bed-ridden, scarcely hears of this his nephew’s purpose.”
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laudius dispatches Cornelius and Voltemand to Norway for bearers of this greeting

Cto old Norway, but he gives them no further personal power to business with the
King, more than the scope of these dilated articles allow. Then he turns to Laertes, the son of the
Lord Chamberlain, Polonius, saying: “And now, Laertes, what’s the news with you? You told us
of some request. What is it, Laertes? You cannot speak of reason to the Dane and lose your voice.
What would you beg, Laertes, that shall not be my offer, not your asking? The head is not more
native to the heart, the hand more instrumental to the mouth, than is the throne of Denmark to
your father. What will you have, Laertes?” Laertes expresses his desire to return to France, where

he was staying before his return to Denmark for Claudius’s coronation. Polonius gives his son

permission, and Claudius jovially grants Laertes his consent as well.
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Turning to Prince Hamlet still in
black mourning clothes, Claudius
asks: “But now, my cousin Hamlet, and my
son, how is it that the clouds still hang on
you?” Gertrude joins the King in urging him
to cast off his nightly color, but he replies

bitterly that his inner sorrow is so great

that his dour appearance is merely a poor

mirror of it. Claudius develops Gertrude’s
arguments that all fathers die, and all sons
must lose their fathers. It is sweet and commendable for Hamlet to show his love for a dead
father through immediate grief but sustained grief is unmanly and inappropriate. Claudius urges
Hamlet to think of him as a father, reminding the prince that he stands in line to succeed to the
throne upon Claudius’s death. Gertrude echoes her husband, professing a desire for Hamlet to
remain close to her rather than go back to school in Wittenberg. Hamlet stiffly agrees to obey
her. Claudius claims to be so pleased by Hamlet’s decision to stay that he will celebrate with

festivities and cannon fire, an old custom called “the king’s rouse.”
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All but the Prince leaves
the room. Alone, Hamlet
expresses his innermost thoughts. He
exclaims: “This too solid flesh would
melt, thaw, and resolve itself into a dew!
Or that God had not made suicide a sin!
Heaven and earth! Must I remember?
Why, she would hang on him as if

increase of appetite had grown by what

it fed on; and yet, within a month—let
me not think on it! Frailty, your name is
woman! A little month, or before those shoes were old with which she followed my poor father’s
body like Niobe, all tears—why she, even she married with my uncle, my father’s brother, but not
like my father. Within a month, before yet the salt of most unrighteous tears had left the flushing
in her galled eyes, she married. Oh, most wicked speed, to post with such dexterity to incestuous

sheets! It is not, nor it cannot come to good. But break my heart, for I must hold my tongue!”
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oratio, in the
Hcompany of
Marcellus and Bernardo,
enters. Hamlet, happy to
see him, asks why he has
left the school to travel
to Denmark. Horatio
answers: “My lord, 1
came to see your father’s
funeral.” Hamlet replies
courtly: “I pray you do

not mock me, fellow

student. I think it was to
see my mother’s wedding.” Horatio agrees that the one followed closely on the heels of the other.
Fervently, Hamlet expresses his regret that the marriage has taken place. Then, he tells Horatio,
“Thrift, thrift, Horatio! The funeral’s baked meats did coldly furnish forth the marriage tables.
Would I had met my dearest foe in heaven or ever I had seen that day, Horatio! My father—I
think I see my father.” Horatio is startled. “Oh, where, my lord.” he asks. Hamlet explains that he

saw him in his mind’s eye.
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!’ I \aking this opportunity, Horatio

reports to Hamlet: “Two nights
together had these gentlemen, Marcellus and
Bernardo, on their watch, in the dead vast and
middle of the night been thus encountered. A
figure like your father, armed at point exactly,
from head to feet, appears before them and

with solemn march goes slow and stately by

them. This to me in dreadful secret impart they

did, and I kept the watch with them the third night; where, as they had delivered, both in time,
form of the thing, each word made true and good, the apparition comes. I knew your father.
These hands are not more like.” Stunned, Hamlet questions his friend closely and concludes
that he will keep watch with them that night, in the hope that he will be able to speak to the
apparition. He says to his friends, “I pray you all, if you have concealed this sight until now, let it
be tenable in your silence still, and whatsoever else shall happen tonight, give it an understanding
but no tongue: I will repay your loves. So, fare you well. Upon the platform, between eleven and
twelve, I'll visit you.”
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