
This in an actual in-class essay written by an actual student from Point Grey (I used to teach 
there). The topic was “By the end of Act 3, is Hamlet truly mad or is he just acting? Are there 
any points where the audience is not sure?” The essay received a 5/6 because “it 
demonstrates a clear understanding of the texts at an interpretive level.” The writing is “well 
organized and reflects a strong command of the conventions of language.” 

 

Hamlet In-Class Essay Q1 
By Erin Bennett 

 “Madness: The quality or condition of being insane.” Although Hamlet is putting on an “antic 

disposition”, he has not actually gone mad (1.5.192). If the audience were to judge Hamlet on his words 

and actions alone, it would be easy to conclude that he has gone mad. However, Hamlet has put on an 

“antic disposition” and, therefore, it is impossible to access whether he is truly mad based on his words 

and actions (1.5.192). The way Hamlet speaks and acts around other people may make him seem crazy 

but it is the method behind the madness that truly proves he is sane.  

 After meeting the ghost, Hamlet’s actions instantly become erratic and strange simply because 

he is trying to act mad. He thoroughly scares Ophelia by coming into her room with his clothes in 

disarray and acting as if he was pained and lovesick. He constantly insults and toys with Polonius by 

calling a “fishmonger” and pretending that he doesn’t remember who Polonius is (2.2.190). Although 

Polonius does believe Hamlet is mad, he also states, “Though this be madness, yet there is method in’t”, 

meaning that there is thought and method in what Hamlet is saying (2.2.223-24). There is always 

method to Hamlet’s madness when he talks to other people and he is very careful about who he trusts. 

When Rosencrantz and Guildenstern first come to visit, Hamlet is happy to see them but he instantly 

picks up on the fact that they were sent for by Claudius. Knowing this, he gives his friends the chance to 

prove their loyalty to him by asking them time and time again, why they came to Denmark. If Hamlet 

had been truly mad at this point, one might argue that he would not have caught on so fast or come up 

with such a fair test of loyalty. In the beginning of the play, it is easy to tell that Hamlet has not gone 

mad but as the play continues, readers become unsure of whether Hamlet is still acting. 

 As soon as the players come to the castle, Hamlet seems to become increasingly mad. At this 

point in the play, Hamlet comes up with a way to figure out whether the ghost was telling the truth. He 

decides to have the players act out a play similar to the way Claudius killed King Hamlet and watch the 

way he reacts as Claudius watches. Although Hamlet’s actions seem to become more crazy and brutal, 

especially when he is talking to Ophelia, his excitement and apprehension about finding out the truth 

could have added to his façade. Even Claudius comments that “though it lacked form a little, / Was not 

like madness” after seeing how Hamlet treated Ophelia (3.1.176-78). Then as the play begins, Hamlet is 

full of excitement because his plan is in motion he again seems to have gone crazy because of the way 

he acts and talks. However, Hamlet still thinks very clearly and even decides to get Horatio’s opinion 

about how Claudius acts. At this point in the play, Hamlet seems like he is starting to go mad but he is 

still very sharp witted and has enough sense to punish his friends for their disloyalty.  



 The scene where Hamlet speaks to his mother is where the question of Hamlet’s sanity really 

comes into question. Hamlet starts the scene with his usual witty responses and sharp insults but after 

he mistakes Polonius for Claudius, his true emotions become more apparent. Hamlet is a little shaken 

after he kills Polonius and the audience starts to second guess whether Hamlet is truly mad or not. 

Although it was unfortunate that Hamlet killed Polonius, it does not prove that he is crazy. Hamlet was 

in an intense discussion with his mother and when he heard Polonius call for help, he reacted out of 

surprise or anger, not madness. Even after having killed Polonius, Hamlet is still able to carry out 

intelligent conversation and presents a very good argument to his mother about his two fathers. Then 

the ghost enters and Hamlet starts to speak to it in front of his mother. Again the audience becomes 

unsure of Hamlet’s madness because his mother can’t see the ghost and Hamlet can. This does not 

prove that he is mad because in the beginning of the play, Horatio and the two guards could also see the 

ghost. Hamlet himself gives a perfectly good reason for his mother’s inability to see the ghost when he 

says, “That not your trespass but my madness speaks”, meaning that she probably can’t see the ghost 

because of her sins against it (3.4.167). By the end of the scene, Hamlet’s mother is convinced that he is 

not mad even though he killed Polonius and talked to nothing right in front of her. Having witnessed 

both these events, being convince that Hamlet is not mad would take a lot of convincing but Hamlet’s 

sharp mind and intelligent speech wins her over.  

 Hamlet’s sanity comes into question in the third act because he kills Polonius and sees the ghost 

when his mother cannot. Although these events would lead you to believe someone is mad, you have to 

consider that Hamlet is pretending to be mad and that other people have seen the ghost. Hamlet tells 

his mother that he “essentially [is] not in madness, / But mad in craft” meaning that he is not actually 

mad, just anxious about setting his plan in motion and carrying it through to the end (3.4.209-10). 

Hamlet’s actions and speech make him appear mad but his witty remarks and intelligent mind are still 

present and working as they always have.  


