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Act IV,scene - 3 to 7 

Scene -3 
Claudius is greatly distracted by the death 

of Polonius and the attempt to find the body. 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern enter with 

Hamlet. Claudius questions Hamlet as to 

where he has taken Polonius. After some 

morbidly humorous replies, Hamlet reveals 

that he hid Polonius “up the stairs into the 

lobby.” The king sends attendants to find the 

body. Claudius then tells Hamlet that he is to 

depart immediately for England, as planned. 

Hamlet mockingly departs, leaving Claudius to 

reflect on his plans for Hamlet. He has 

prepared letters asking the English king, 

whom Denmark has recently defeated in war, 



to kill Hamlet as part of the duties owed by 

right of conquest. 

Scene- 4 
Next we see Fortinbras’ Norwegian 

army. They are at the borders of 

Denmark. Fortinbras sends one of his 

captains to the court of Claudius to 

ask permission to cross Denmark in 

the course of their march to Poland. 

The captain travels on and Fortinbras 

and the rest of the army exit. 

The captain meets with Hamlet, who 

is being conveyed by Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern to the ship to England. 

Hamlet asks the captain about his 

army and his purpose in going to 

Poland. The captain says that in 

Poland there is “a little patch of 

ground” which Norway claims as her 

own. He describes this land as 

perfectly worthless and small. Hamlet 
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suggests that the Poles will not likely 

defend such a piece of land, but the 

captain sets him straight, saying that 

Poland is already garrisoned and 

ready for their dispute. Hamlet wraps 

up his conversation with the captain. 

He hangs back from the others 

marching to the ship and delivers a 

long soliloquy on the irony of this 

occasion – these men are off to risk 

their lives for a worthless piece of 

land, while he, who has every reason 

to risk his life in the cause of 

revenge, delays and fails to act. 

Hamlet resolves to recast his mind to 

bloody thoughts. Ironically, however, 

just after making this resolution he 

continues on toward England, leaving 

Denmark behind him. 



Scene- 5 

Back in the court of Denmark, we see 

Gertrude speaking with a gentleman who 

explains that Ophelia has gone mad. She is 

rambling nonsensically about her father and 

insisting on seeing Gertrude. The queen 

reluctantly admits Ophelia, who proceeds to 

sing a number of simple and haunting songs, 

some of them quite bawdy. The king enters 

and witnesses her madness. Ophelia then 

speaks openly of her father’s untimely 

demise and hasty, unofficial burial. She 

threatens, “My brother shall know of it,” and 

exits. Claudius reflects on the difficulty of 

their situation, admitting that their decision 

to cover up Hamlet’s deed and bury Polonius 

so covertly has gone against them. He says 

that Laertes has come from France, egged on 

by people who see the court as responsible 

for Polonius’ death. 



On cue, a messenger arrives with word that 

Laertes has come to court with a mob of 

followers who wish to depose Claudius and 

make Laertes king. Laertes bursts in and 

tells his followers to wait outside. In a half-

crazed state he insists that Claudius give him 

Polonius. Claudius attempts to calm Laertes 

and tells Gertrude to keep out of their talk 

and let Laertes question him to his heart’s 

content. Claudius tells Laertes that Polonius 

is dead. He also insinuates that he and 

Laertes are on the same side – that he has 

been injured by Polonius’ death too. 

Just as Claudius is about to explain what he 

means, Ophelia enters again, bearing a bundle 

of flowers. The sight of his insane sister 

deeply grieves Laertes. Ophelia handles all 

those present gifts of flowers, each 

symbolizing a reproach to the receiver. She 

sings another song about her dead father 



and exits abruptly. As she leaves Claudius 

tells Laertes to inquire into the matter as 

deeply as he wishes, confident that he will 

find himself aligned with Claudius against 

Hamlet. Laertes agrees. 

Scene- 6 
A messenger approaches Horatio, 

saying that some sailors have news 

for him. Horatio receives from these 

sailors a letter from Hamlet. He reads 

the letter aloud. It recounts an 

amazing turn of events: on his way 

to England, pirates attacked Hamlet’s 

ship. During the fray, Hamlet boarded 

the pirate vessel. The two ships 

parted with Hamlet still aboard. The 

pirates treated Hamlet “like thieves 

of mercy,” promising to return 

Hamlet to Denmark in return for 

some favors. Hamlet also alludes to a 

startling development having to do 



with Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 

but says that he must delay telling of 

this until they meet. He tells Horatio 

to follow the sailors to where he is 

hiding. Horatio says that he will help 

to deliver the rest of their letters, 

one of which is addressed to the king, 

and then go with them to see 

Hamlet. 

Scene - 7 

Claudius and Laertes are in conference. The 

king seems to have explained the strange 

occasion of Polonius’ death to Laertes’ 

satisfaction. He says that he did not try 

Hamlet for two reasons, first, because his 

mother loves him so much, and second, 

because the people of Denmark are 

supporters of Hamlet. A messenger arrives 

and delivers a letter to Claudius, who is 

greatly surprised to learn that the letter 



comes from Hamlet. The letter announces 

Hamlet’s imminent return to court. 

With this in mind, Claudius and Laertes plot 

to find a means of killing Hamlet without 

upsetting Gertrude or the people. They 

propose to arrange a duel between Hamlet 

and Laertes, both of whom are accomplished 

swordsmen, though Laertes is the more 

reputed. Claudius suggests that Laertes be 

given a sharp sword while Hamlet’s remains 

blunt. Laertes does him one better, saying 

that he will dip his sword in poison so that 

the least scratch will kill Hamlet. Claudius 

says that on top of this he will prepare a 

poisoned cup and give it to Hamlet during the 

fight. 

Gertrude enters with yet more tragic news. 

She says that Ophelia has drowned. She was 

watching Ophelia play in the branches of a 

willow by the water when she fell in. 



Gertrude says that Ophelia seemed ignorant 

of danger and went to her death slowly, 

singing songs. This news reignites Laertes’ 

rage and Claudius goes to console him. 
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