
Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4 1

Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4

Hamlet Sparknotes Act
4

Downloaded from
app.ardentx.com by

Mason & Decker

INTRODUCTION: THE
UNRAVELING OF ELSINORE

The tragedy of Hamlet takes a decisive
and  darker  turn  in  Act  4.  After  the
shocking climax of Act 3, where Hamlet
mistakenly  murders  Polonius  and
confronts  his  mother,  the  play  shifts
from  psychological  introspection  to
political  urgency  and  cold-blooded
scheming.  For  students  and  readers
turning to Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4
for clarity, this act represents the point
of no return. The introspective prince is
forced into action, Claudius reveals his
ruthless  pragmatism,  and  Ophelia’s
t r a g i c  d e s c e n t  i n t o  m a d n e s s
foreshadows the devastating finale.  This
guide provides a comprehensive analysis
of Act 4, breaking down each scene, key
themes,  character  motivations,  and
literary devices to help you understand
why this act is crucial to Shakespeare’s
masterpiece.

ACT 4 OVERVIEW: FROM GRIEF
TO ACTION

Act 4 of Hamlet is a whirlwind of events.
It  opens  immediately  after  Polonius’s
death,  with  Gertrude  reporting  the
murder to Claudius. The king, fearing for
his own life, decides to send Hamlet to
England.  We  witness  Hamlet’s  stoic
acceptance  of  his  fate,  the  heart-
wrenching madness of Ophelia, Laertes’s
fiery  return  for  revenge,  and  Claudius’s
manipulative  plot  to  ensure  Hamlet’s

death.  This  act  compresses  time  and
accelerates  the  plot,  transforming  the
play  from  a  tragedy  of  delay  into  a
tragedy of action. The keyword Hamlet
Sparknotes Act  4  often  searches  for
this precise turning point, where Hamlet
moves from “To be or not to be” to “The
readiness is all.”

SCENE-BY-SCENE BREAKDOWN
OF HAMLET ACT 4

Act 4, Scene 1:
The King’s Fear
In the immediate aftermath of Polonius’s
murder, Gertrude reports to Claudius in
a state of panic. She describes Hamlet
as  “mad  as  the  sea  and  w ind . ”
Claudius’s  first  reaction  is  not  grief  for
Polonius but fear for his own safety. He
immediately  orders  Rosencrantz  and
Guildenstern to find Hamlet and recover
the  body.  This  scene  underscores
Claudius’s Machiavellian nature: he is a
politician  first,  a  man  second.  He
recognizes that Hamlet is now a direct
threat to his throne. The king’s line, “It
had  been  so  with  us,  had  we  been
there,”  reveals  his  chilling  awareness
that  he  was  the  intended  target.  For
those reading Hamlet Sparknotes Act
4, this scene marks Claudius’s shift from
a guilty usurper to a desperate schemer.
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Act 4, Scene 2:
Hamlet’s

Defiance
Rosencrantz  and  Guildenstern  confront
Hamlet,  demanding  to  know  where
Polonius’s body is hidden. Hamlet mocks
them, refusing to give a straight answer.
He  calls  Rosencrantz  a  “sponge”  that
soaks  up  the  king’s  favor.  This  is  a
crucial moment for Hamlet’s character:
he  is  now openly  hostile  to  the  court
spies.  His wordplay,  “The body is  with
the king,  but  the king is  not  with the
body,”  is  deliberately  cryptic.  This  line
can  be  interpreted  as  Hamlet ’s
philosophical  musing  on  death  and
kingship, but it also serves to frustrate
his  pursuers.  The  scene  ends  with
Hamlet being led away, but he remains
mentally  unbroken.  This  tension
between  physical  capt iv i ty  and
intellectual freedom is a frequent topic in
Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4 discussions.

Act 4, Scene 3:
Claudius
Sentences
Hamlet
Claudius  questions  Hamlet  in  court,
surrounded  by  his  attendants.  Hamlet
finally  reveals  that  Polonius  is  “at
supper”—not eating, but being eaten by
worms.  This  macabre  joke  about  the
cycle of death is classic Hamlet: darkly
humorous  and  deeply  philosophical.
Claudius  then  announces  that  Hamlet

must  sail  to  England  for  his  safety.
Alone, Claudius reveals his true plan: he
has sent sealed letters with Rosencrantz
and  Guildenstern  ordering  the  English
king to execute Hamlet upon arrival. This
is  the  first  time  Claudius  actively
conspires  to  murder  Hamlet,  moving
beyond  his  silent  guilt.  The  political
machinations in this scene are essential
to  any  Hamlet  Sparknotes  Act  4
summary, as they set the stage for the
international intrigue that follows.

Act 4, Scene 4:
Hamlet’s
Soliloquy on
Action
On  h is  way  to  the  sh ip ,  Hamlet
encounters a Norwegian captain leading
Fortinbras’s army to Poland. The captain
explains that the army is fighting over a
“little  patch of  ground” worth nothing.
This  encounter  triggers  Hamlet’s  final
soliloquy of the play: “How all occasions
do inform against me.” Hamlet compares
himself to Fortinbras, a prince who leads
thousands  of  men  to  die  for  a  trivial
cause.  Hamlet  feels  ashamed that  he,
with  a  far  greater  motive (his  father’s
murder), has failed to act. The soliloquy
ends with his resolve: “O, from this time
forth,  my  thoughts  be  bloody,  or  be
nothing worth!” This is a pivotal moment
f o r  c r i t i c s  a n a l y z i n g  Hamlet
Sparknotes  Act  4  because  it  shows
Hamlet’s  psychological  shift  from
paralysis to determination. However, his
“bloody  thoughts”  are  st i l l  just
thoughts—he has yet to take action.
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Act 4, Scene 5:
Ophelia’s
Madness and
Laertes’s Rage
This  is  one of  the most  heartbreaking
scenes  in  the  play.  Ophelia  enters,
singing  bawdy ballads  and  distributing
flowers. Her madness is fragmented and
symbolic.  She  sings  of  a  “baker’s
daughter” and a man who is “dead and
gone.”  The  flowers  she  distributes  have
symbolic  meanings:  rosemary  for
remembrance,  pansies  for  thoughts,
fennel  for  flattery,  columbines  for
ingratitude. Importantly,  she keeps rue
for  herse l f ,  a  symbol  of  regret .
Meanwhile,  Laertes  storms  the  castle
with  a  mob  of  supporters,  demanding
justice for his father’s death. Claudius,
ever  the  politician,  calms  Laertes  by
redirecting  his  anger  toward  Hamlet.
This  scene  introduces  the  theme  of
revenge  as  a  contagious  disease  that
infects  the  entire  court.  For  anyone
searching Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4,
this scene is a masterclass in dramatic
tension, combining pathos with political
intrigue.

Act 4, Scene 6:
News from
Hamlet
Horatio  receives  a  letter  from Hamlet.
The letter reveals that Hamlet’s ship was
attacked by pirates, and he has escaped.
He asks Horatio to deliver letters to the

king and to come to him quickly.  This
scene is brief but crucial: it reintroduces
hope  for  Hamlet’s  survival.  The  pirate
attack is a deus ex machina, but it also
reinforces Hamlet’s resourcefulness. He
managed  to  escape  certain  death  in
England, a feat that suggests fate is on
his side—or at least that he is not meant
to die yet. This scene is often included in
condensed Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4
summaries  as  the turning point  where
Hamlet regains control of his destiny.

Act 4, Scene 7:
Claudius and
Laertes Conspire
Claudius  receives  Hamlet’s  letter
announcing  h is  return.  He  then
manipulates  Laertes  into  plotting
Hamlet’s  murder.  Claudius  carefully
feeds Laertes’s anger by comparing their
shared enemy:  Laertes  lost  his  father,
and  Claudius  lost  his  intended  victim.
The  king  suggests  a  fencing  match
between  Laertes  and  Hamlet.  Laertes
will use a sharpened, unblunted foil. To
ensure success, Laertes plans to poison
the tip of his sword. As a backup plan,
Claudius will  poison a cup of  wine for
H a m l e t  t o  d r i n k .  T h i s  s c e n e
demonstrates Claudius’s complexity: he
is a murderer, but a brilliant strategist.
The  conspiracy  is  interrupted  by
Gertrude, who brings news of Ophelia’s
death  by  drowning.  Ophelia’s  death  is
reported  in  a  beautiful,  lyrical  speech
that describes her garland of flowers and
her  “mermaid-like”  descent  into  the
water. Her death is ruled a suicide, but
the  ambiguity  remains.  This  scene
contains  the  seeds  of  the  final  tragedy,
making  it  a  favorite  topic  for  detailed
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Hamlet Sparknotes Act 4 analysis.

KEY THEMES IN HAMLET ACT 4

The Corrosive
Nature of
Revenge
Act 4 shows how revenge spreads like a
disease.  Hamlet  wants  revenge  on
Claudius.  Laertes  wants  revenge  on
Hamlet.  Claudius  wants  revenge  on
Hamlet (for attempting to expose him).
Even Fortinbras,  in  the  background,  is
seeking revenge for his father’s loss of
lands. The play suggests that revenge is
a  cycle  that  destroys  everyone  it
touches. Ophelia is an innocent victim of
this cycle.

Action vs.
Inaction
This  theme is  at  the heart  of  Hamlet
Sparknotes Act 4 analysis. Hamlet has
finally resolved to act, but his resolution
comes  at  a  high  cost.  His  delay  has
already cost Polonius his life and Ophelia
her sanity. The contrast between Hamlet
and  Laertes  is  stark:  Laertes  acts
i m m e d i a t e l y ,  w h i l e  H a m l e t
contemplates.  Shakespeare  seems  to
ask: which is wiser? Laertes’s impulsive
revenge  is  easily  manipulated  by
Claudius,  while  Hamlet’s  measured
approach,  though  slow,  is  more  just.

Madness and

Sanity
Ophelia’s madness is genuine and tragic,
a  sharp  contrast  to  Hamlet’s  “antic
disposition” which is largely feigned. Her
madness is expressed through song and
flower  symbolism,  which  reveals  her
grief  and  her  fractured  psyche.  This
raises  questions  about  the  nature  of
madness: is it a release from the pain of
reality, or a complete destruction of the
self?

Power and
Manipulation
Claudius is at his most manipulative in
Act 4. He uses Laertes’s grief and anger
as  tools  for  his  own  ends.  He  never
admits to murdering his brother, but he
skillfully frames Hamlet as the common
enemy. This political maneuvering shows
how power corrupts and how language
can be used to control others.

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT IN
ACT 4

Hamlet: Becomes more resolute,
but also more isolated. His
intellectual humor remains, but it
is darker. He is no longer the
indecisive prince; he has accepted
his fate and is ready to die.
Claudius: Reveals his full villainy.
He is now a cold-blooded
conspirator willing to kill again. His
guilt from Act 3 is forgotten in the
face of survival.
Gertrude: Remains passive but
shows genuine grief for Ophelia
and concern for Hamlet. Her
loyalties are torn, and she is
largely unaware of Claudius’s
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plots.
Ophelia: Her descent into
madness is a direct result of the
violence around her. She is the
play’s most tragic figure, a symbol
of innocence destroyed by political
intrigue.
Laertes: A foil to Hamlet. He is
passionate, impulsive, and easily
manipulated. His rage makes him
a tool for Claudius.

IMPORTANT SYMBOLS AND
LITERARY DEVICES IN ACT 4

Flowers as
Symbols
Ophelia’s distribution of flowers is rich in
symbolism. Each flower carries a specific
meaning:  rosemary  for  remembrance,
pansies  for  thoughts,  fennel  for  flattery,
columbines  for  ingratitude,  rue  for
regret,  and daisies  for  innocence.  This
floral  language  was  well  understood  by
Elizabethan audiences and adds a layer
of tragic irony to her madness.

The Pirate Attack
This  event  is  a  turn ing  point .  I t
symbolizes the unpredictability  of  fate.
Just  when  Claudius  thinks  he  has
eliminated  Hamlet,  fortune  intervenes.
The  pirates  act  as  an  instrument  of
destiny,  returning  Hamlet  to  Denmark
for the final act.

Ophelia’s
Drowning
Her death is described as both beautiful
and  tragic.  The  description  of  her
floating garlands and her “mermaid-like”
appearance  suggests  a  kind  of  pagan
death ritual.  The ambiguity of whether
her  death  was  accidental  or  suicide
reflects the play’s themes of uncertainty
and the blurred line between fate and
choice.

CONNECTING ACT 4 TO THE
PLAY’S LARGER STRUCTURE

Act 4 is the bridge between Hamlet


