

Mike Nowakowski


“When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage,
Or in the incestuous pleasure of his bed,
At game, a-swearing, or about some act
That has no relish of salvation in't”


Shakespeare, in his masterpiece Hamlet, uses revenge as a major theme throughout the play. Revenge is most evident in Fortinbras, Prince of Norway, Hamlet, Prince of Denmark, and Laertes, son of Polonius. These three characters have similar backgrounds in that their fathers had been slain and they had vowed revenge in their name.  Fortinbras’ good decisions, as well as, Hamlet and Laertes’ bad decisions can be attributed to the outside guidance they receive.  

Fortinbras, son of the slain King of Norway, is the first to seek revenge. Although King Hamlet, was the cause of King Fortinbras’ death, Prince Fortinbras seeks vengeance toward the entire country of Denmark. Horatio said, “As it doth well appear unto our state, but to recover of us by strong hand and terms compulsatory, those foresaid lands so by his father lost…” (I.i.101-104). Horatio suggests Fortinbras plans to lay siege on Denmark to reclaim the land King Hamlet took from King Fortinbras. Fortunately, King Claudius gets in the mix and sends two courtiers, Cornelius and Voltemand, to Norway in hopes of convincing the new King of Norway, Fortinbras’ uncle, to prevent the attack. Upon hearing the message, Fortinbras’ uncle encourages Fortinbras “to employ his anger, against the Polack” in order to vent his rage (II.ii.74-75) and to leave Denmark alone. With the counseling of his uncle, Fortinbras is able to put himself in check regarding his father’s murder. In the end, he is greatly rewarded.

Hamlet is unsure if Claudius had, in fact, killed his father and therefore is the hardest of the three sons to be influenced to act vengefully. Hamlet does not consider murder as an act of revenge until the ghost of King Hamlet appears. The ghost tells Hamlet King Claudius, his own brother, murdered him. The ghost then tells Hamlet “to revenge his foul and most unnatural murder” (I.v.25). Hamlet is still uncertain about killing Claudius, however reluctantly swears to seek revenge for his father’s death.  Hamlet does this not because he wants to, but because his father makes it clear that it is his duty as a son. Hamlet promises to show his love and devotion by killing the new King of Denmark.  Hamlet questions the validity of his revenge, believing that the ghost may have been the Devil in the disguise. Hamlet takes advantage of his position at the local theater by instructing his actors to perform a play, which reenacts a murder similar to his father’s.  Then based on Claudius’ response to the play, Hamlet could conclude Claudius’ guilt or innocence. Hamlet says, “I’ll have these players play something like the murder of my father before mine uncle. I’ll observe his looks, I’ll tent him to the quick” (II.ii.607-609). Hamlet also has Horatio watch the King; just to make sure that his own bias does not get in the way of what he sees. After seeing Claudius’ response to the play and questioning Horatio about what he saw, Hamlet concludes the King’s guilt and proceeds with his plan to kill him. Hamlet is overcome with rage. Now, he not only wants to kill Claudius, but he wants to make sure that Claudius will go to hell when he is killed. In an attempt to slay King Claudius, Hamlet accidentally kills Polonius. Even after all the careful consideration Hamlet gave to planning his revenge he makes one grave mistake.

Laertes puts the least amount of thought into his revenge and is the most easily influenced of the three sons. He confronts Claudius after hearing about his father death. Claudius tells Laertes Hamlet slew his father. Laertes vows to kill Hamlet by saying, “Let come what comes, only I’ll be revenged most thoroughly for my father,” (IV.v.135-136). When King Claudius asks how Laertes plans to kill Hamlet, Laertes replies, “to cut his throat I’ the’ church!” (IV.vii.127). The king advises Laertes to wait until Hamlet returns home to kill him because he plans on having a duel between Hamlet and Laertes. King Claudius claims Hamlet will not want to fight and assures Laertes victory. Claudius tells Laertes that he would fight with a poison-tipped sword and Hamlet would be served poisoned wine to guarantee his death. During the swordfight both men are wounded with the poison-tipped sword. Laertes’ plan to seek revenge on Hamlet was successful, but it cost him his own life. Laertes was firm in his desire for revenge; he would probably have sought revenge regardless of advice from anyone. However, he may not have died if it had not been for King Claudius’ advice. In Hamlet’s dying moment he attacks Claudius and forces him to drink the poison, which Claudius had intended to kill Hamlet. Hamlet avenged his father’s death, but unfortunately was dying. As Hamlet is dying he gives Denmark to Fortinbras. Due to the guidance of his uncle, young Fortinbras regained his father’s land without the use of violence, or death to himself.
Each man’s vengeance was fueled by another mans ideas. The uncle of Fortinbras advised him to take his anger out on the Polish state and did so without questioning his uncle’s wisdom. In the end he got what he had wanted without risking his own life.  The ghost of Hamlet’s father caused Hamlet’s death by advising Hamlet to seek revenge. In attempt to pursue his father’s wishes Hamlet kills Polonius, which causes his death. When Laertes listens to King Claudius he brings death upon both of them. Laertes did not think his sword would be used against him. In the end, the men’s fate was determined not only by their own feelings, but also by the advise of others. For Hamlet and Laertes successful revenge led them to death. The guidance Fortinbars received triumphed over his need for revenge and led him to happiness.
