
An actual in-class essay written by an actual student at Templeton. The topic was: “Discuss why 
Hamlet is taking so long to kill Claudius.” The student wrote the essay after we had finished 
reading Act 3. It received a 6/6 because “demonstrating an insightful understanding of the texts. 
The essay shows a sophisticated approach to synthesis, including pertinent references. The 
writing style is effective and demonstrates skillful control of language.” 

 
The play Hamlet is not like any typical revenge genre play.  Be it in books or in theatre, the 

audience is accustomed to seeing the protagonist act with conviction when justifying the wrongs 

inflicted on him.  However, Hamlet has spent the last three acts scheming and plotting: from 

acting mad, to the play within the play.  All around him he is surrounded by uncertainty.  

Unfortunately, Hamlet cannot be sure that the ghost is telling the truth or if he can trust anyone.  

Although the audience finds Hamlet’s indecisiveness frustrating, his hesitation and the angst he 

feels from the ghost’s burden are very realistic emotions.  Hamlet is also very concerned about 

acting rationally and spends his time analyzing his emotions and thoughts.  Yet, many of his 

actions throughout the play – and especially the interactions with his mother – are violently 

emotional.  Even though Hamlet’s confusion is understandable, his desire to avenge his father is 

“sicklied o’er with the pale cast of thought” (3.1.94). 

 A major reason for Hamlet’s delay in slaying Claudius is because he has so many 

unanswered questions. A major motif in the play is the symbol of the ears.  All the information 

Hamlet recovers is from people telling him, like the ghost saying that Claudius murdered King 

Hamlet.  In the mist of all the different stories, Hamlet cannot trust anyone to help him find the 

truth.   

 R and G cannot be trusted because they are spies for the King.  Even Ophelia is just a pawn 

in King Claudius’s plan to get to the bottom of Hamlet’s behavior.  Luckily, Hamlet is intelligent 

enough to figure out they are not his friends, but unfortunately, that means he is alone.  Hamlet 

wants to know if Claudius is truly guilty of the King’s murder.  Therefore, he plans an elaborate 

trap to prove that Claudius is guilty and that the ghost was telling the truth.  It is obvious that 

Hamlet is uncertain about everything he is being told and those who are around him.  As a result, 

Hamlet does not trust anybody, not even himself.  When the ghost tells Hamlet his uncle was the 

murderer Hamlet professes, “O, my prophet soul” (1.5.48). Instead of following his instincts, the 

gut feeling he had that Claudius was guilty, Hamlet focuses his energy on proving with undeniable 

evidence that Claudius is guilty. He needs external proof.  

 While Hamlet spends most of his time trying to discover the truth, he is actually discovering 

himself.  After the Player recites the story of the sacking of Troy, Hamlet comments on the Player’s 



emotion and conviction and berates himself for not having the same conviction.  The Player has 

“tears in his eyes while all Hamlet can do is “unpack [his] hearts with words” (2.2.568, 590). In 

addition, Hamlet admires that Horatio’s “blood and judgments are so well commingled”, while he 

never seems to find the right balance (3.2.73). He recognizes in Horatio what he himself lacks.  It 

seems that Hamlet experiences a lot of dissonance between his reason and his emotions.  Hamlet 

needs to justify murdering Claudius to satisfy his desire for a level head.  However, because he is 

so emotional in nature his conscience is giving him angst.    

 For Hamlet, avenging his father is more than just killing Claudius.  In the famous “to be or 

not to be” soliloquy, Hamlet gives the audience insight to his fascination with mortality. Death is 

like sleep, which doesn’t seem all that bad. It is life that is full of “slings and arrows of outrageous 

fortune.” Therefore, in 3.3, Hamlet does not kill Claudius, partly because he wants to ensure that 

Claudius goes to hell, but also perhaps because he wants him to suffer in life a bit more.  It could 

be, since Hamlet’s opinion about life is pessimistic and full of misfortune, that Hamlet is delaying 

Claudius’s death so Hamlet can torture him in life.  By acting mad at the ‘mousetrap’ play, Hamlet 

has made the King suffer guilt.  In Hamlet’s own way, he is punishing Claudius for the murder of 

King Hamlet.  

 In Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy, he reflects on the consequences of making 

decisions.  Hamlet is struggling with finding the truth and how to act when he does confirm that 

Claudius murdered his father.  However, Hamlet is indecisive because he is also trying to find 

himself as well.  Even though Hamlet was angry at the beginning of the play, the ghost was the one 

who decided for him that he would kill Claudius.  As he says, Hamlet is a slave to the ghost.  The 

slow pace of the play is due to Hamlet’s struggle between taking the role of his father’s avenger, 

discovering who he really is, and finally, perhaps, punishing Claudius in his own way.   

  


