
Hamlet Summary Sparknotes Act 2 1

Hamlet Summary Sparknotes Act 2

Hamlet Summary
Sparknotes Act 2

Downloaded from
remodelicious.com by
Dorsey & Odonnell

INTRODUCTION: THE UNFOLDING
WEB OF DECEPTION IN HAMLET
ACT 2

William Shakespeare's Hamlet is widely
regarded as one of the greatest works of
English literature, and Act 2 serves as a
crucial  turning  point  in  the  play's
intricate  narrative.  For  students,
scholars,  and  casual  readers  alike,  a
Hamlet Summary Sparknotes Act 2
provides an essential roadmap through

the  rising  tension,  psychological
complexity, and masterful wordplay that
define this  section of  the tragedy.  Act  2
is where the ghost's revelation begins to
take  tangible  shape,  where  Hamlet's
feigned  madness  becomes  a  central
device, and where the court of Elsinore
becomes  a  hotbed  of  suspicion  and
surveillance.  Understanding  this  act  is
vital  for  appreciating  the  full  arc  of
Hamlet ' s  journey  f rom  gr ie f  to
vengeance.  This  comprehensive
breakdown will guide you through every
significant  moment,  theme,  and
character interaction, offering a deep yet
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accessible  analysis  that  mirrors  the
clarity and insight that Sparknotes-style
summaries are known for.

ACT 2 SCENE 1: POLONIUS AND
THE ART OF ESPIONAGE

Polonius Sends
Reynaldo to Spy
on Laertes
The  first  scene  of  Act  2  opens  with
Polonius, the verbose and meddling Lord
Chamberlain,  giving  instructions  to  his
servant  Reynaldo.  Polonius  is  sending
Reynaldo to Paris, where Polonius's son
Laertes  is  studying.  However,  the

f a t h e r ' s  o r d e r s  a r e  f a r  f r o m
straightforward.  Polonius  instructs
Reynaldo to spy on Laertes by spreading
f a l s e ,  m i l d  r u m o r s  a b o u t
him—suggesting that Laertes might be
gambling,  drinking,  or  fencing—to  see
how  the  locals  react.  This  convoluted
plan  reveals  Polonius's  deep-seated
distrust  and  his  belief  that  indirect
manipulation  is  the  most  effective  way
to  gather  information.
Th i s  scene  i s  a  maste rc lass  in
Shakespearean  characterization.
Polonius's  long-winded,  circling  speech
patterns immediately establish him as a
figure  who  values  appearance  and
control over genuine communication. His
ins t ruc t ions  to  Reyna ldo—"By
indirections find directions out"—become
a thematic motto for the entire play. The
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idea  that  truth  must  be  uncovered
through deception is a thread that runs
through every subsequent scene in Act
2.  For  anyone  seeking  a  Hamlet
Summary  Sparknotes  Act  2
breakdown, this moment is foundational:
it  introduces  the  motif  of  surveillance
that  will  define  the  relationships
between Hamlet, Claudius, Polonius, and
Ophelia.

Ophelia's
Terrifying
Encounter with

Hamlet
As  Reynaldo  departs,  Ophelia  enters,
visibly  shaken.  She  reports  a  deeply
disturbing encounter with Prince Hamlet.
According  to  her  account,  Hamlet
appeared  in  her  private  chambers,
disheveled and silent.  He grabbed her
wrist,  stared  at  her  intensely  without
speaking, and then retreated without a
word,  all  the  while  maintaining  eye
contact .  Ophel ia  descr ibes  h is
expression as one of profound pity and
sorrow, as if he had been released from
hell itself.
Polonius immediately interprets Hamlet's
behavior  as  the  result  of  Ophelia's
rejection  of  his  advances.  Earlier,
Polonius  had  forbidden  Ophelia  from
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seeing Hamlet, believing the prince was
not  sincere.  Now,  Polonius  concludes
that  Hamlet's  madness  is  caused  by
lovesickness.  This  interpretation,  while
convenient for Polonius's ego, is almost
certa in ly  incorrect ,  or  at  least
incomplete.  Hamlet's  actions  are  more
likely a calculated performance—the first
deliberate  step  in  his  plan  to  feign
madness. He uses Ophelia as a witness,
knowing  that  she  will  report  to  her
father, who will then report to the king.
This scene is a perfect example of why a
Hamlet Summary Sparknotes Act 2
is  so  valuable:  it  highlights  the  gap
between  what  characters  believe  is
happening and the deeper psychological
truths at play.

ACT 2 SCENE 2: THE COURT
GATHERS AND HAMLET PLOTS

Claudius and
Gertrude
Welcome
Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern
Scene 2 is the longest scene in Act 2 and
one  of  the  most  pivotal  in  the  entire
play.  It  opens  with  King  Claudius  and
Queen  Gertrude  greeting  Rosencrantz
and  Guildenstern,  two  of  Hamlet's
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childhood friends. Claudius explains that
he has summoned them to Elsinore for a
specific  purpose:  to  spy  on  Hamlet  and
discover  the  cause  of  his  "madness."
Gertrude adds her own plea, expressing
genuine concern for her son's wellbeing.
The couple's motivations, however, are
not entirely aligned. Claudius is primarily
interested in protecting his throne and
uncovering  potential  threats.  Gertrude
seems  more  sincerely  worried  about
Hamlet's mental state.
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern agree to
the  mission,  and  their  willingness  to
betray their old friend foreshadows the
moral  compromises  that  pervade  the
Danish court. This scene also introduces
a  key  dynamic:  the  tension  between
genuine friendship and political duty. For
students relying on a Hamlet Summary

Sparknotes Act 2 guide, understanding
the role of Rosencrantz and Guildenstern
is essential. They are not villains in the
trad i t ional  sense,  but  they  are
opportunists who place their  loyalty to
the crown above their loyalty to Hamlet.

Polonius's Grand
Theory:
Lovestruck
Madness
Following the departure of Rosencrantz
and Guildenstern,  Polonius  enters  with
grand  news:  he  c la ims  to  have
discovered  the  cause  of  Hamlet's
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madness. With characteristic pomposity,
he produces a  love letter  that  Hamlet
wrote to Ophelia and reads it aloud to
the king and queen. He then recounts
his own theory: that Ophelia's rejection
of  Hamlet  has  driven  the  prince  to
distraction.  Polonius  even  proposes  a
test—he will hide behind a curtain while
Ophelia  meets  with  Hamlet,  allowing
them to observe the prince's reaction.
Claudius is skeptical but agrees to the
plan.  This  moment  is  significant  for
several reasons. First, it shows Polonius's
arrogance and his desire to be seen as
the  solver  of  the  kingdom's  problems.
Second,  it  demonstrates  Claudius's
cautious  and  calculating  nature—he  is
willing to entertain any theory that might
explain Hamlet's behavior. Third, it sets
the  stage  for  the  infamous  "nunnery

scene" in Act 3, a confrontation that has
been studied and debated for centuries.
A  tho rough  Hamlet  Summary
Sparknotes Act 2 analysis will always
emphasize  the  irony  of  Polonius's
certainty:  he  is  completely  wrong,  but
his  confidence  is  so  absolute  that  he
persuades the king to go along with his
plan.

The "What a
Piece of Work Is
a Man" Speech
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and the Arrival of
the Players
As  Polonius  leaves  to  prepare  for  the
test, Hamlet enters, reading a book. His
conversat ion  with  Polonius  is  a
masterpiece of ironic wordplay. Hamlet
calls  Polonius  a  "fishmonger,"  a  term
that  had  sexual  and  demeaning
connotations in Elizabethan England. He
then delivers  one of  the most  famous
soliloquies in the play, the "To be, or not
to be" speech (which actually opens Act
3  in  most  edit ions,  though  some
productions place it here). The dialogue
with  Polonius  is  filled  with  riddles  and
non-sequiturs,  reinforcing  Hamlet's
feigned madness while also revealing his

sharp intelligence.
The  mood  shifts  dramatically  when
Polonius  announces  the  arrival  of  a
traveling troupe of actors. Hamlet greets
them with genuine enthusiasm, and his
demeanor becomes more animated and
clear-headed. He asks the lead actor to
perform a speech about the fall of Troy,
specifically  the  tale  of  Pyrrhus  and
Hecuba. The actor delivers the speech
with such passion that he becomes pale
and weeps. Hamlet is deeply impressed
and also deeply troubled. He marvels at
the  actor's  ability  to  summon genuine
emotion  for  a  fictional  character,  while
he himself remains paralyzed by inaction
in the face of real tragedy.
This moment is the catalyst for Hamlet's
next major soliloquy, which closes Act 2.
In  this  soliloquy,  Hamlet  castigates
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himself for his inability to act. He calls
himself a "rogue and peasant slave" and
questions  how an  actor  can  feel  such
passion  while  he,  a  man  with  a  real
motive and real  cause,  remains silent.
This  is  a  crucial  moment  of  self-
awareness  and  self-loathing.  It  is  also
the  point  at  which  Hamlet  devises  a
clear plan: he will use the actors to stage
a play that reenacts the murder of his
father,  and  he  will  watch  Claudius's
reaction  to  confirm  his  guilt.  This
plan—the  "Mousetrap"—is  Hamlet's  first
decisive step toward action. Any credible
Hamlet Summary Sparknotes Act 2
must  highlight  this  soliloquy  as  the
emotional  and  strategic  climax  of  the
act.

KEY THEMES IN ACT 2

Appearance vs.
Reality
The theme of appearance versus reality
is perhaps the most pervasive in Act 2.
Almost  every  character  is  engaged  in
some  form  of  deception  or  disguise.
Polonius sends spies to watch his own
son.  Claudius  pretends  to  care  for
Hamlet  while  fearing  his  intentions.
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern pretend to
be  friends  while  acting  as  informants.
And,  of  course,  Hamlet  himself  feigns
madness to hide his true purpose. The
play  constantly  asks  the  audience  to
question  what  is  real  and  what  is
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performance.  This  theme  is  why  a
Hamlet Summary Sparknotes Act 2
is so helpful: it  helps readers untangle
the layers of pretense and motive.

Madness: Real or
Feigned?
A c t  2  d e e p e n s  t h e  a m b i g u i t y
surrounding Hamlet's mental state. Is he
truly mad, or is he merely pretending?
The  text  offers  evidence  for  both
interpretations. When Hamlet speaks to
Polonius in riddles or when he appears
before Ophelia in a disheveled state, he
seems  genuinely  disturbed.  Yet  his
soliloquies  reveal  a  sharp,  calculating
mind. The question of Hamlet's madness
is  never  ful ly  resolved,  and  that

ambiguity  is  intentional.  Shakespeare
invites the audience to consider the fine
line between grief, trauma, and strategic
performance.

The Power of
Theater and
Performance
The  arrival  of  the  players  in  Act  2
introduces the theme of theater itself as
a tool for truth. Hamlet's plan to use a
p l a y  t o  e x p o s e  C l a u d i u s  i s  a
metatheatrical  device—a play  within  a
play. Shakespeare is commenting on the
power of art to reveal hidden realities.
The actor's performance of the Hecuba
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speech moves Hamlet to action, and the
play  "The  Mousetrap"  will  later  move
Claudius to guilt. This theme celebrates
the transformative power of storytelling
and performance, a topic that resonates
deeply with anyone consulting a Hamlet
Summary  Sparknotes  Act  2  for
academic  or  personal  enrichment.

CHARACTER DEVELOPMENTS IN
ACT 2

Hamlet: From
Grief to Strategy
At the beginning of Act 2, Hamlet is still
overwhelmed by grief and confusion. By
the end of the act, he has found a sense
of purpose. His soliloquy demonstrates a

shift  from  passive  despair  to  active
planning.  He  is  still  plagued  by  self-
doubt,  but  he  has  a  strategy.  This
development is crucial for understanding
his character arc. Hamlet is not a man
who rushes into action; he is a thinker, a
philosopher,  and  a  strategist.  Act  2
shows him moving from contemplation
toward  the  first  concrete  steps  of  his
revenge.

Claudius: The
Guilty King on
Guard
Claudius's  behavior  in  Act  2  reveals  a
man who is uneasy on his throne. He is
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quick  to  summon  spies  and  eager  to
understand Hamlet's behavior. His guilt
is  not  yet  explicitly  confessed  to  the
audience, but his actions suggest a man
who  is  constantly  looking  over  his
shoulder. He is a capable ruler in many
ways—diplomatic,  pragmatic,  and
assertive—but his crime has made him
paranoid.  This  sets  the  stage  for  the
confrontation that will come in Act 3.

Polonius: The
Comic Fool
Turned Tragic

Pawn
Polonius is often played for laughs, and
his  verbosity  and  self-importance  are
certainly comedic. However, Act 2 also
reveals a darker side to his character.
His  wil l ingness  to  spy  on  his  own
children and to manipulate Ophelia for
his own political ends shows a man who
has  lost  s ight  of  genuine  human
connection.  His  certainty  about  the
cause  of  Hamlet's  madness  is  both
foolish  and  dangerous.  Polonius's  flaws
will ultimately lead to his downfall, and
Act 2 plants the seeds of that tragedy.

LITERARY DEVICES IN ACT 2
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Soliloquy
Hamlet's soliloquies are the heart of the
play, and the one that closes Act 2 is
among the most important. Shakespeare
uses soliloquy as a window into Hamlet's

innermost  thoughts,  allowing  the
audience to see his self-doubt, his anger,
and his strategic planning. The soliloquy
is a hallmark of Shakespearean drama,
and Act 2 provides a masterful example
of how this device can


