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Hamlet written by William Shakespeare  

Character Sketch  

Gertrude -  The Queen of Denmark, Hamlet’s 

mother, recently married to Claudius. Gertrude 

loves Hamlet deeply, but she is a shallow, weak 

woman who seeks affection and status more 

urgently than moral rectitude or truth. 

Polonius -  The Lord Chamberlain of Claudius’s 

court, a pompous, conniving old man. Polonius 

is the father of Laertes and Ophelia. 

Horatio -  Hamlet’s close friend, who studied 

with the prince at the university in Wittenberg. 

Horatio is loyal and helpful to Hamlet 

throughout the play. After Hamlet’s death, 

Horatio remains alive to tell Hamlet’s story. 

Ophelia -  Polonius’s daughter, a beautiful 

young woman with whom Hamlet has been in 

love. Ophelia is a sweet and innocent young 

girl, who obeys her father and her brother, 



Laertes. Dependent on men to tell her how to 

behave, she gives in to Polonius’s schemes to 

spy on Hamlet. Even in her lapse into madness 

and death, she remains maidenly, singing 

songs about flowers and finally drowning in the 

river amid the flower garlands she had 

gathered. 

Laertes -  Polonius’s son and Ophelia’s 

brother, a young man who spends much of the 

play in France. Passionate and quick to action, 

Laertes is clearly a foil for the reflective Hamlet. 

The Ghost -  The specter of Hamlet’s recently 

deceased father. The ghost, who claims to have 

been murdered by Claudius, calls upon Hamlet 

to avenge him. However, it is not entirely 

certain whether the ghost is what it appears to 

be, or whether it is something else. Hamlet 

speculates that the ghost might be a devil sent 

to deceive him and tempt him into murder, and 

the question of what the ghost is or where it 

comes from is never definitively resolved. 



Fortinbras -  The young Prince of Norway, 

whose father the king (also named Fortinbras) 

was killed by Hamlet’s father (also named 

Hamlet). Now Fortinbras wishes to attack 

Denmark to avenge his father’s honor, making 

him another foil for Prince Hamlet. 

Rosencrantz And Guildenstern -  Two slightly 
bumbling courtiers, former friends of Hamlet 
from Wittenberg, who are summoned by 
Claudius and Gertrude to discover the cause of 
Hamlet’s strange behavior. 

Osric -  The foolish courtier who summons 
Hamlet to his duel with Laertes. 

Voltimand And Cornelius -  Courtiers whom 
Claudius sends to Norway to persuade the king 
to prevent Fortinbras from attacking. 

Marcellus And Bernardo -  The officers who 
first see the ghost walking the ramparts of 
Elsinore and who summon Horatio to witness it. 
Marcellus is present when Hamlet first 
encounters the ghost. 

 



 

 

Key words of Act 1  

1. usurp 

seize and take control without authority 

2. partisan 

a pike with a long tapering blade with lateral projections 

3. auspicious 

indicating favorable circumstances and good luck 

4. filial 

relating to or characteristic of or befitting an offspring 

5. retrograde 

moving or directed or tending in a backward direction 

6. discourse 

extended verbal expression in speech or writing 



7. truant 

absent without permission 

8. countenance 

the appearance conveyed by a person's face 

9. tenable 

based on sound reasoning or evidence 

10. prodigal 

recklessly wasteful 

11. parley 

a negotiation between enemies 

12. beguile 

attract; cause to be enamored 

13. canonize 

treat as a sacred person 

14. adulterate 

mixed with impurities 



15. pernicious 

exceedingly harmful 

16. antic 

ludicrously odd 
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