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UNDERSTANDING
SPARKNOTES
HAMLET ACT 1
SCENE 3: A
CRITICAL
ANALYSIS OF
FAMILY, COUNSEL,
AND CAUTION

Shakespeare's  Hamlet
is  a  masterwork  of
psychological  depth
and  dramatic  tension,
and few scenes set the
stage for the unfolding
t r a g e d y  m o r e
effectively  than  Act  1,
Scene 3.  For  students
a n d  l i t e r a t u r e
enthusiasts  turning  to
Sparknotes Hamlet Act
1  Scene 3,  the  scene

offers  a  vital  window
in to  the  persona l
d y n a m i c s  o f  t h e
characters  before  the
ghost's  revelation  and
the  p lay 's  centra l
conflict intensifies. This
scene, set in the home
of Polonius, focuses on
the  re la t ionsh ips
between  Laer tes ,
Ophel ia,  and  their
fa ther ,  p rov id ing
essential  context  for
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
Ophelia's  later  actions
a n d  t h e  t h e m e  o f
patriarchal control that
permeates the play. In
this  comprehensive
guide,  we will  explore
the  nuances  of  this
c r u c i a l  s c e n e ,
a n a l y z i n g  i t s
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characters,  themes,
l a n g u a g e ,  a n d
significance  within  the
broader  structure  of
Shakespeare's tragedy.

THE CONTEXT OF
ACT 1, SCENE 3:
WHERE ARE WE IN
THE PLAY?

To fully appreciate the
insights  offered  by
Sparknotes Hamlet Act
1 Scene 3, it is helpful
to  understand  where
this  scene  fits  within
the play's opening act.
The play begins on the
cold, bleak battlements
of  Elsinore  Castle,
where  guards  and
Horatio  witness  the
ghost of the late King
Hamlet. In Act 1, Scene
2, we are introduced to
t h e  c o u r t  o f  K i n g
Claudius,  who delivers
a  speech  about  his
recent marriage to his
b ro the r ' s  w idow ,
Gertrude.  We  also
meet  Hamlet,  who  is

deep in mourning and
delivers  his  first
soliloquy,  expressing
h i s  d i sgus t  a t  h i s
m o t h e r ' s  h a s t y
r e m a r r i a g e .  I t  i s
against  this  backdrop
of political tension and
personal grief that Act
1,  Scene  3  unfolds,
shifting our focus from
the royal  court  to the
private  chambers  of
Polonius,  the  Lord
Chamberlain.
This  shift  is  significant.
While  the  first  two
scenes  establish  the
external ,  pol i t ical
conflict of the play, Act
1,  Scene 3  introduces
us  to  the  internal ,
domestic  conflicts  that
will  have  devastating
consequences.  The
scene feels almost like
a  qu iet ,  domest ic
interlude  before  the
supernatural events of
Act  1,  Scene  4  and
Scene  5.  However,  as
any  careful  reader  of
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Sparknotes Hamlet Act
1  Scene  3  will  note,
this domestic scene is
anything  but  quiet  in
its  implications.  It  is
here that the seeds of
Ophelia's  eventual
madness  and  tragic
death are sown, and it
is here that the theme
of  filial  duty  and
obedience  is  most
explicit ly  explored.

KEY CHARACTERS
IN THE SCENE: A
CLOSER LOOK

Laertes:
The
Protectiv
e Brother
Laertes,  the  son  of
Polonius and brother of
Ophelia, is preparing to
return to France. He is
p r e s e n t e d  a s  a

conventional,  well-
meaning  young  man
w h o  i s  d e e p l y
concerned  for  h is
sister's welfare. In the
context  of  Sparknotes
Hamlet Act 1 Scene 3,
Laertes acts as a foil to
Hamlet.  While  Hamlet
i s  b r o o d i n g ,
introspective,  and
paralyzed  by  thought,
Laer tes  i s  d i rec t ,
action-oriented,  and
certain  in  his  advice.
He  is  the  dutiful  son
and protective brother,
e m b o d y i n g  t h e
conventional  values of
honour  and  family
reputation  that  the
cou r t  o f  E l s i no re
ostensibly  upholds.
Laertes'  advice  to
Ophelia is  rooted in a
genuine,  if  somewhat
c o n d e s c e n d i n g ,
concern. He warns her
t h a t  H a m l e t ' s
affections  may  not  be
sincere  or  lasting.  He
r e m i n d s  h e r  t h a t
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Hamlet is a prince, and
his choices in love are
not  his  own;  they are
subject  to  the  will  of
the  state.  This  is  a
practical  and  political
observation,  and  it
r e v e a l s  L a e r t e s '
understanding  of  the
constraints of royal life.
However, his tone also
carries an undercurrent
of  youthful  arrogance
and a  sense  of  moral
super ior i ty.  When
Polonius  later  gives
Laertes his own advice,
the  irony  is  palpable:
Laertes,  who  has  just
finished  lecturing  his
sister,  is  now  being
lectured  by  his  father.

Ophelia:
The
Obedient

Daughter
Ophelia appears in this
scene as a remarkably
passive  figure.  She  is
the  object  of  advice,
not  the giver  of  it.  In
the Sparknotes Hamlet
Act 1 Scene 3 analysis,
O p h e l i a  i s  o f t e n
d e s c r i b e d  a s  a
charac ter  caught
b e t w e e n  t h e
competing demands of
the men in her life. She
listens to her brother's
warnings with respect,
and she submits to her
father's  commands
with  unquestioning
obedience. Her line, "I
shall obey, my lord"
i s  one  of  the  most
telling in the scene, as
it  foreshadows  her
c o m p l e t e  l a c k  o f
agency  in  the  events
that will follow.
O p h e l i a  i s  n o t
unintelligent. She does
offer  a  mild  retort  to



Sparknotes Hamlet Act 1 Scene 3 5

5

Laertes, reminding him
not to be a hypocrite:
"Do  not,  as  some
ungracious  pastors
do,  /  Show  me  the
steep  and  thorny
way  to  heaven,  /
Whiles,  like  a  puff'd
a n d  r e c k l e s s
libertine,  /  Himself
the primrose path of
dalliance  treads."
This  is  a  sharp  and
insightful  observation,
showing that Ophelia is
capable  of  cr i t ical
thought. Yet, she does
not act on this insight.
She remains obedient,
and that obedience will
ultimately  lead  to  her
destruction. The scene,
therefore,  establishes
Ophelia's  tragic  flaw:
her  inability  to  resist
the  authority  of  her
father  and  brother,
wh i ch  l e ave s  he r
vulnerable and isolated
when  Hamlet  turns
against  her.

Polonius:
The
Sententio
us Father
Po lon ius  i s  one  o f
Shakespeare's  most
memorable  comic
characters, but his role
in  Act  1,  Scene  3  is
also  deeply  troubling.
He is a man obsessed
with  appearances,
reputation, and control.
His speech to Laertes,
filled  with  platitudes
and clichés,  is  one  of
t h e  m o s t  f a m o u s
passages  in  a l l  o f
Shakespeare.  Yet,  for
all its quotable wisdom,
t h e  s p e e c h  i s
fundamentally  hollow.
Polonius  is  not  offering
genuine,  heartfelt
g u i d a n c e ;  h e  i s
performing the role of
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a wise father.
When  examining  this
s c e n e  t h r o u g h
Sparknotes Hamlet Act
1  Scene  3,  readers
often note the contrast
between the content of
Polonius'  advice  and
his own behaviour. He
te l ls  Laertes ,  "To
thine  own  self  be
true,"  yet  Polonius
himself is a master of
d e c e p t i o n  a n d
manipulation. He sends
Reynaldo  to  spy  on
L a e r t e s ,  h e  u s e s
Ophelia as bait to spy
on  Hamlet ,  and  he
hides  behind  curtains
t o  e a v e s d r o p  o n
private  conversations.
The advice he gives is
sound in theory, but his
actions reveal  that  he
has  no  intention  of
following  it  himself.
This irony is central to
u n d e r s t a n d i n g
Polonius' character: he
is  a  hypocr i te  who
values surveillance and

control above all else.
After  Laertes  departs,
Polonius  turns  h is
attention  to  Ophelia.
His interrogation of her
reveals  his  possessive
and  distrustful  nature.
He dismisses Hamlet's
affections  as
" t e n d e r s "  a n d
"springes  to  catch
woodcocks . "  He
belitt les  Ophelia's
judgment,  telling  her
that  she  is  "a  baby"
w h o  d o e s  n o t
understand  her  own
feelings. He commands
her  to  avoid  Hamlet
en t i re l y ,  and  she
agrees. This moment is
c r u c i a l  f o r
understanding  the
trajectory  of  Ophelia's
story.  Her  father's
authority overrides her
own judgment and her
o w n  h e a r t .  W h e n
Hamlet  later  feigns
madness  and  treats
her cruelly, she has no
f r a m e w o r k  f o r
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understanding  his
behaviour, and she has
no  one  to  turn  to  for
support.

THEMATIC
ANALYSIS: WHAT
SPARKNOTES
HAMLET ACT 1
SCENE 3 REVEALS

The
Theme of
Patriarch
al Control
The  most  prominent
theme in Act 1, Scene
3  i s  t h e  t h e m e  o f
patriarchal  control.
Bo th  Lae r tes  and
Po lon ius  speak  to
Ophelia as if she were
a  child  incapable  of
m a k i n g  h e r  o w n
decisions.  They  frame
t h e i r  a d v i c e  a s
protection, but it is, in

f a c t ,  a  f o r m  o f
domination.  Ophelia  is
told  what  to  think,
what to feel,  and how
to behave. She is given
no  oppor tun i ty  to
assert  her  own  will.
This  theme  resonates
throughout  the  play.
The court of Elsinore is
a  patriarchal  society,
and  women  have  no
voice.  Gertrude  is
m a n i p u l a t e d  b y
Claudius,  and  Ophelia
is  manipulated by her
father and brother. The
scene  makes  it  clear
that  Ophelia's  tragedy
is  not  just  a  result  of
Hamlet's madness; it is
a  direct  consequence
of  the  oppress ive
system  in  which  she
lives.

The
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Theme of
Appearan
ces vs.

Reality
T h e  t h e m e  o f
appearances  versus
reality, which is central
to  the  entire  play,  is
subtly  introduced  in
this  scene.  Polonius'
advice to Laertes is all
about  maintaining  a
good reputation: "Give
thy  thoughts  no
tongue,"  and  "Give
every  man thy  ear,
but  few thy  voice."
He is teaching Laertes
to  be  guarded ,  to
present  a  polished
exterior  that  conceals
his true intentions. This
i s  a  l e s s o n  i n
hypoc r i sy ,  and  i t
reflects  the  values  of
the  Dan ish  cour t ,

where  everyone  is
spying  on  everyone
else and no one can be
t rus ted .  Po lon ius
himself will later spy on
H a m l e t ,  l e a d i n g
directly  to  his  own
death.  The  scene,
therefore,  sets  up  a
world where honesty is
d a n g e r o u s  a n d
deception is the norm.

The
Theme of
Youth
and
Inexperie
nce
Laertes  and  Ophelia
are  both  young  and
r e l a t i v e l y
inexperienced  in  the
world. Laertes, despite
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his  confident  advice,  is
about to return to the
pleasures  of  France,
and  Polonius  clearly
does  not  trust  him to
behave wisely. Ophelia
is even more sheltered.
She has been raised in
a  p r o t e c t i v e
environment,  and  she
h a s  l i t t l e
understanding  of  the
complexities  of  love,
pol i t ics,  or  human
nature.  The  scene
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
vulnerability  of  youth
when it is subjected to
the rigid control of an
o lder  generat ion.
Laertes will  eventually
rebe l  aga ins t  h i s
father's  influence,  but
Ophelia, tragically, will
not.

LANGUAGE AND
STYLE IN ACT 1,
SCENE 3

The language of Act 1,
Scene 3 is notable for
its use of sententiae, or

p i thy ,  aphor i s t i c
statements.  Polonius'
speech  is  a  collection
of  such  statements:
"Neither a borrower
nor  a  lender  be,"
"Beware of entrance
to  a  quarrel,"  and
"The  apparel  oft
proclaims the man."
These  l ines  are  so
famous that they have
become  part  of  the
cultural  lexicon,  but
within  the  context  of
the  scene,  they  serve
t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e
Polonius as a man who
relies  on  conventional
wisdom  rather  than
original thought. He is
a  creature  of  cliché,
and  his  advice,  while
not  wrong,  is  shallow
and performative.
In  contrast,  Laertes'
l anguage  i s  more
direct  and  passionate.
He  uses  v iv id  and
dramatic metaphors to
warn  Ophelia  about
Hamlet.  He  compares
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Hamlet's  affection  to  a
"violet in the youth
of  primy  nature,"  a
flower  that  blooms
early but fades quickly.
He also uses the image
of  a  "contagious
blastment" to suggest
that  Hamlet's  love
could  be  harmfu l .
These  metaphors
reveal Laertes' genuine
concern,  even  if  they
a l s o  r e v e a l  h i s
arrogance.
Ophelia's language, by
contrast,  is  restrained
and  obedient.  She
s p e a k s  i n  s h o r t ,
deferential  phrases.
Her  only  moment  of
assertiveness  is  when
she challenges Laertes,
but  she  quickly  backs
down.  Her  submission
i s  commun ica ted
through  her  language
as  much  as  through
her actions.

THE SIGNIFICANCE

OF POLONIUS'
ADVICE TO
LAERTES

Polonius'  advice  to
Laertes,  which  begins
w i t h  "There ;  my
blessing with thee! /
A n d  t h e s e  f e w
precepts  in  thy
memory / Look thou
character,"  is  one of
t h e  m o s t  q u o t e d
p a s s a g e s  i n
Shakespeare. It is often
read as a compendium
of  sound,  practical
wisdom.  However,  in
the context of the play,
the  advice  is  deeply
ironic. Polonius tells his
son to be honest,  but
Polonius  himself  is  a
d e c e i t f u l  a n d
manipulative  man.  He
tells Laertes to be true
to himself, but he has
spent his entire career
as  a  courtier,  playing
roles  and  hiding  his
true intentions.
This irony is crucial for
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understanding  the
moral  universe  of  the
play.  Hamlet  explores
the  difficulty  of  being
true  to  oneself  in  a
world  that  rewards
deception.  Polonius
gives good advice, but
he  is  a  bad  example.
Laertes,  for  his  part,
seems  to  accept  his
father's wisdom, but he
will  later  prove  to  be
just as impetuous and
vengeful  as  Hamlet
himself.  The  scene,
therefore,  offers  no
simple moral lessons. It

presents  characters
who  are  flawed,
contradictory,  and
human.

HOW THIS SCENE
SETS UP THE REST
OF THE PLAY

The  importance  of
Sparknotes Hamlet Act
1 Scene 3 lies not only
in its thematic richness
but also in its role as a
setup  for  the  rest  of
the  play.  Several  key
p l o t  p o i n t s  a r e
f o r e s h a d o w e d  o r
established  here:


