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Introduction 

One of the greatest strengths of William Shakespeare's Hamlet is its rich and 

unforgettable characters. Shakespeare presents individuals with complex 

personalities, realistic emotions, and conflicting motivations. Rather than 

creating simple heroes and villains, he develops characters whose actions reflect 

the moral, political, and psychological conflicts of human life. Each character 

contributes to the central themes of the play, including revenge, justice, and 

appearance versus reality, corruption, loyalty, and mortality. This lecture 

examines the major and supporting characters of Hamlet and explains how they 

shape the tragedy. 

Hamlet: The Tragic Hero 

Prince Hamlet is the central figure of the play. He is the son of the late King 

Hamlet and Queen Gertrude, the nephew of King Claudius, and the rightful heir 

to the Danish throne. Shakespeare portrays Hamlet as one of the most intelligent 

and psychologically complex characters in English literature. Hamlet is a 

thoughtful philosopher who constantly reflects on profound questions about life, 

death, religion, truth, justice, and the nature of humanity. Instead of acting 

immediately, he carefully examines every decision, often questioning his own 

thoughts and emotions. His famous soliloquies reveal a mind that is 

continuously searching for certainty in a world filled with deception. One of 

Hamlet's greatest inner conflicts arises from his relationships with women. He 

sincerely loves Ophelia and deeply cares for his mother, Gertrude. However, 

Gertrude's sudden marriage to Claudius after the death of King Hamlet causes 

him to lose faith in women. This disappointment influences his harsh treatment 

of Ophelia and contributes to his growing emotional instability. 



Hamlet strongly condemns dishonesty and corruption, yet he adopts deception 

himself by pretending to be mad in order to conceal his plans. This 

contradiction highlights the complexity of his character. Although much of his 

strange behavior is intentional, there are moments when his emotional suffering 

becomes so intense that his sanity appears genuinely uncertain. Despite his 

reputation for hesitation, Hamlet is capable of sudden impulsive action. His 

accidental killing of Polonius demonstrates that when he finally acts, he often 

does so without fully considering the consequences. Shakespeare therefore 

creates a tragic hero whose intelligence and moral sensitivity become both his 

greatest strengths and his greatest weaknesses. 

King Claudius is Hamlet's uncle and the second husband of Queen Gertrude. 

His murder of his brother, King Hamlet, sets the tragedy in motion. Motivated 

by ambition, power, and desire, Claudius seizes both the Danish throne and the 

queen through deception and violence. Although Claudius is the principal 

antagonist of the play, Shakespeare presents him as far more than a 

conventional villain. Claudius is an intelligent ruler, a persuasive speaker, and a 

skilled politician. He successfully convinces the Danish court to accept his rapid 

marriage to Gertrude and repeatedly devises strategies to protect his position. 

He manipulates Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to spy on Hamlet, secretly 

arranges Hamlet's execution in England, and later conspires with Laertes to 

eliminate Hamlet through a poisoned duel. Claudius occasionally displays 

genuine feelings of guilt. During his famous prayer scene, he admits that he 

cannot sincerely repent because he refuses to surrender the rewards gained 

through murder—his crown, his authority, and his marriage to Gertrude. This 

internal conflict makes Claudius a realistic and psychologically convincing 

character. 

Queen Gertrude, Hamlet's mother, is a loving but emotionally weak woman. 

After the death of her first husband, she quickly marries Claudius, a decision 



that deeply disturbs Hamlet. Whether her marriage results from love, loneliness, 

or a desire to preserve her royal position, it clearly violates the moral 

expectations of the time. Although some interpretations suggest that Gertrude 

may have participated in King Hamlet's murder, Shakespeare provides little 

evidence to support this view. Instead, she appears unaware of Claudius's crime 

and gradually comes to understand Hamlet's pain during their confrontation in 

her private chamber. Gertrude's tragic death after drinking the poisoned wine 

symbolizes the innocent victims who suffer because of Claudius's corruption. 

Polonius serves as the Lord Chamberlain of Denmark and is the father of 

Laertes and Ophelia. He is devoted to his family but expresses his concern 

through excessive control rather than trust. He constantly advises his children, 

sends spies to monitor Laertes in France, and forbids Ophelia from continuing 

her relationship with Hamlet. Polonius is intelligent but often overly confident 

in his own judgment. He enjoys political intrigue and repeatedly hides behind 

curtains to overhear private conversations. His habit of spying ultimately leads 

to his accidental death when Hamlet mistakes him for Claudius and stabs him 

through a curtain. 

Laertes, Polonius's son, serves as one of Hamlet's dramatic foils. Like Hamlet, 

he seeks revenge after the murder of his father. However, Laertes responds 

immediately, allowing emotion rather than careful reflection to guide his 

actions. His willingness to join Claudius's plot against Hamlet demonstrates 

how revenge can corrupt even honorable individuals. Before dying, however, 

Laertes confesses the conspiracy and reconciles with Hamlet, restoring a sense 

of moral balance. 

Ophelia is among the most tragic characters in the play. As the daughter of 

Polonius, the sister of Laertes, and Hamlet's beloved, she lives under the 

authority of the men around her. She obediently follows her father's 



instructions, rejects Hamlet despite loving him, and later assists in the attempt to 

observe Hamlet's behavior. The combined emotional impact of Hamlet's 

rejection and Polonius's death destroys her mental stability. Unlike Hamlet, 

whose madness is largely deliberate, Ophelia experiences genuine 

psychological collapse. Her songs, fragmented speech, and eventual drowning 

symbolize the destruction of innocence within a corrupt society. Many scholars 

regard Ophelia as Hamlet's female counterpart because both characters 

experience profound grief, emotional isolation, and an obsession with death. 

Horatio is Hamlet's closest friend and former university companion from 

Wittenberg. Throughout the play, he represents reason, loyalty, and emotional 

self-control. Hamlet trusts Horatio completely because he remains honest and 

calm even during moments of great crisis. Unlike many characters at Elsinore, 

Horatio never participates in deception or political schemes. His loyalty remains 

constant from the beginning of the play until Hamlet's death. Hamlet ultimately 

asks Horatio to survive and tell the true story of the Danish tragedy, 

emphasizing his role as the guardian of truth and memory. 

The Ghost, who claims to be the spirit of Hamlet's dead father, initiates the 

central conflict of the play. He reveals that Claudius murdered him by pouring 

poison into his ear while he slept and commands Hamlet to seek revenge while 

leaving Gertrude to divine judgment. Although the audience generally accepts 

the Ghost's account, Hamlet himself questions whether it might be a demonic 

spirit attempting to deceive him. This uncertainty contributes to Hamlet's 

hesitation and reinforces the recurring theme of appearance versus reality. 

Prince Fortinbras of Norway provides another important comparison with 

Hamlet. Like Hamlet, he is the son of a dead king seeking to restore his father's 

honor. However, Fortinbras differs in his decisiveness and military discipline. 

While Hamlet spends much of the play reflecting before acting, Fortinbras 



consistently pursues practical action. His eventual succession to the Danish 

throne symbolizes the restoration of political order after the destruction of the 

Danish royal family. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Hamlet's former classmates from the 

University of Wittenberg. Claudius recruits them to discover the cause of 

Hamlet's unusual behavior. Although they do not appear malicious, they 

willingly place their loyalty to the king above their friendship with Hamlet. 

Their deaths in England illustrate the destructive consequences of political 

manipulation and revenge. 

Osric is a courtier known for his exaggerated politeness, elaborate language, 

and excessive concern with social status. Shakespeare uses him as a satirical 

figure to criticize superficial courtly behavior. 

The First Player, leader of the travelling acting company, plays an essential 

role in Hamlet's plan to expose Claudius. Through the performance of The 

Mousetrap, the actors reveal the king's guilty conscience and demonstrate 

Shakespeare's belief in the power of theatre to uncover hidden truth. 

The Gravediggers provide comic relief while also presenting profound 

reflections on death. Their humorous discussion in the graveyard reminds the 

audience that death eventually erases all distinctions between kings and 

commoners. 

Other minor characters also perform important functions. Marcellus, 

Barnardo, and Francisco are the guards who first witness the Ghost, 

introducing the mystery that begins the tragedy. Voltemand and Cornelius serve 

as Danish ambassadors responsible for diplomatic relations with Norway. 

Reynaldo acts as Polonius's servant and spy, further emphasizing the 

atmosphere of surveillance in the Danish court. Yorick, although long dead 



before the play begins, becomes a powerful symbol of mortality when Hamlet 

reflects upon his skull in the graveyard. Finally, the Captain in Fortinbras's army 

inspires Hamlet by demonstrating courage and determination in pursuing 

military objectives.  

 


