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Abstract 

This thesis is an examination of the dramatic significance 

of I.i of Hamiet. Othello and Macbeth in terms of the 

opening scene’s relationship with the complete drama. To facilitate 

the reader’s understanding of this relationship between the opening 

scene and the whole drama and to illustrate how Shakespeare uses 

certain expository or dramatic devices in effecting this 

relationship, the concept of exposition in drama is discussed. 

Special attention is given to the differences between expository 

method/device and expository function in general and the 

expository function of Shakespearean drama in particular. This 

is followed by an analysis of the rationale for the choice of 

Hamlet. 0thel1o and Macbeth as the focus of this study, 
/ 

an analysis of how Shakespeare’s expository methods/devices in 

Hamlet. Othello and Macbeth are different from, and 

similar to, the methods applied in any other of his plays and a 

discussion of the act and scene division of Shakespearean drama. 

The text of the thesis is divided into three chapters, each 

dealing with an individual play. Each chapter is, again, 

organized in the following order; (a) introduction to the 

chapter, (b) a description of the expository details of I.i of a 

play, (c) an examination of the implications of the exposition in 

I.i for the complete drama, (this involves describing a specific 

area of exposition or an expository method/device and its role in 

establishing a relationship between I.i and the rest of the 

drama), and (d) chapter summary. 



In Chapter I, the dramat1c s1gnif1cance of 1.1 of Hamlet 

Is considered In terms of (1) the play's mood, tone, atmosphere, 

(11) the narrative of the Ghost as an expository device, (111) 

the characters of Horatio and Fortinbras, (1v) the dramatic 

device of recollection and anticipation and (v) the play's 

setting. It isconcluded that these five areas collectively 

function to give shape and meaning to 1.1 of Hamlet, which in 

turn, to cite Maynard Mack, "...Implies ...and lives ...with the 

life and meaning" of the complete drama. 

In Chapter II, the dramatic significance of I.i of Othello 

is examined in terms of (1) the play's setting, (11) expository 

insets, (111) the effect of lago's language In 1.1 on the hero 

and the general atmosphere of the play, (1v) the characters of 

lago, Roderigo and Brabantio, (v) the recurrent motifs and 

patterns and (v1) dramatic Irony. It is concluded that each of 

the above expository devices Is woven with others to provide 

what John Russell Brown aptly describes as "a quiet, mysterious 

beginning” in which "dramatic Interest Is colled up like a 

spring." 

In Chapter III, the dramatic significance of 1.1 of Macbeth 

Is investigated in terms of Shakespeare's use of the following 

expository devices: (1) witchcraft, (11) the theme of 

contradiction, (111) an order-disorder antithesis, (1v) two basic 

patterns, (v) "equivocation as a stylistic device and (v) dramatic 

irony. These dramatic devices are seen to logically and 

emotionally link 1.1 with the whole drama. 



General Introduction 

There are numerous echoes, correspondences, 
variations and repetitions in each of the 
tragedies which help to bind the parts of the 
play together and make it a living organism 
of which all parts are interrelated. These 
echoes and correspondences establish links 
between the scenes and often build a bridge 
between parts which at first seem unrelated. 

1 
Wolfgang Clemen 

Wolfgang Clemen’s statement draws our attention to a 

significant aspect of Shakespearean drama the art of 

establishing a relationship among the various parts of a play. 

Clemen points out that Shakespeare takes up, in the later 

acts or scenes of his plays, suggestions, phrases, hints, 

images, motifs and ideas or even situations which occurred in 

the first act or scene. When watching or reading attentively a 

Shakespearean tragedy, the audience or reader may be reminded in 

later acts or scenes of such suggestions, hints, ideas, motifs or 

situations that occurred earlier in the play. In this way, states 

Clemen, the dramatist builds a logical relationship among the 

various parts of a tragedy. 

In keeping with this view of Shakespearean tragedies, this 

thesis shall examine the correspondences between I.i and the 

complete drama in Hamlet. Othello and Macbeth. In doing 

so, it shall attempt to answer the following major questions - 



Is 1.1 of Hamlet. 0thel1o and Macbeth logically related 

to the rest of the play? What expository or dramatic devices does 

Shakespeare use in I.i of these tragedies and how do they link the 

scene with the rest? 

(i) Exposition in D rama; What 11 Means 

Before discussing the choice of Hamlet. Qthel1o and 

Macbeth as the focus of this study, it is necessary to 

discuss dramatic exposition. Such a discussion is expected to 

facilitate our understanding of how Shakespeare uses certain 

expository methods or devices in making I.i a part of theorganic 

whole of a drama. 

In dramatic structure, the term "exposition” means a process 

in which a dramatist orients his audience. It is the process in 

which he gets the preliminary information quickly across into the 

minds of the audience. Exposition is what the dramatist tells the 

audience right away. In this sense of the term, exposition 

may involve providing the setting (i.e., the time of the day, 

the place of action and so on), introducing the atmosphere, 

mood, tone, theme and characters, and supplying other facts 

necessary to an understanding of a play. It is essentially a 

process of creating an imaginative frame of mind in which the 

audience may believe the course of events to be presented 

subsequently, and as such, is one of the tests of a 

dramatist’s technical skill. 



(1i) The Distinction between Method and Function 

of Exposition in Drama 

Exposition involves both method and function. An expository 

method means a device or a set of devices a dramatist employs in 

orienting the audience. It may mean the ingredients an entire 

scene or play is made up of. For example, the expository method 

in I.i of Hamlet includes the constant interruption of the 

narrative of the past by the intrusion of the Ghost and asking 

questions (The play significantly opens with questions. In this case, 

both questions and responses to them contain information bearing 

meaning to audience). 

Expository devices may also include the use of minor 

characters, the use of chorus or prologue speakers, characters 

telling others things they already know (For example, in Hamlet, 

Bernardo telling Horatio about the Ghost in I.i or Horatio 

telling Prince Hamlet about the Ghost later in the play), use of 

the supernatural (such as the Ghost in Hamlet), witches and so 

on. In fact, a dramatist can use a number of expository methods 

or devices in the unfolding of the drama. 

The function of exposition, on the other hand, involves the 

purpose the dramatic devices serve. One such purpose of 

exposition can be the creation of suspense or anticipation. The 

expository function of a scene may mean the setting up of the 

next scene or all subsequent scenes. It essentially means the 



linking together of the scene or scenes with the rest of the 

drama. For example, Shakespeare’s purpose in I.i of Othel 1 o is to 

falsify the audience’s expectation about Othello, the Moor. We 

may wonder why Shakespeare creates this false expectation about 

Othello. For Shakespeare, creation of a false expectation has an 

important expository purpose; he uses the rest of the play to 

contradict this false impression created in the exposition in the 

opening scene. 

(TIT) The Purpose or Function of EXPOSition in 

Shakespearean Drama 

According to William H. Fleming, the function of exposition 
2 

or introduction in a Shakespearean play can be three-fold. 

First, the dramatist gives his audience necessary information to 

prepare for the development of the plot. Events which have 

occurred prior to the play’s action and have been the cause of it 

are narrated in this part of the play. The main purpose, writes 

Fleming, is to provide the audience material for an intelligent 

and vivid comprehension of the action which follows. Generally, 

though not in every case, for example, Shakespeare’s principal 

characters are introduced in the opening scene. Even if they are 

not brought forward in person, a reference is made to them or a 

description is given of them by one of the minor characters. By 

this means, important traits of the principal characters are made 



known to the audience. 

Secondly, not only is the intelligence of the members of 

audience appealed to, but also their feelings are touched and 

excited. Shakespeare seems to strike the chord of emotion which 

invariably vibrates throughout the play. For example, The 

Merchant of Venice is a comedy with a tragic undertone. In I.i 

of this play, Shakespeare gives expression to both the sombre 

and the happy tones. Antonio, who has a presentiment of coming 

trouble, appears on the stage. Grouped around him are Salerio, 

Solanio, Gratiano, Lorenzo, Bassanio and the young gallants of 

Venice. The characters, who are jolly, careless and happy, 

attempt to diagnose Antonio's sadness, as Solanio says: 

Then let us say you are sad 
Because you are not merry; and 'twere as easy 
For you to laugh and leap, and say you are merry 
Because you are not sad. 

(I.i .47-50) 

In the second scene, Portia, who appears "a-weary of this great 

world" (I.ii.l), gives an amusing description of her wooers. 

Clearly, in these two introductory scenes, Shakespeare is able to 

touch the emotional chords of merriment and sadness which resound 

throughout the drama. 

Finally, the exposition must not only be reminiscent, but 

also prescient or farseeing. In other words, it often gives not 

only necessary information about the events which have caused the 

action of the drama, but also lucidly foreshadows that action. 

The main action in Twelfth Night is Viola’s effort to 

win Olivia for the Duke, but at the beginning of the 



action, Viola herself loses her heart to him, and eventually 

marries him. Such an ending of the action of the comedy is 

clearly foreshadowed in I.iv, as Viola says: "I’ll do my best / 

Too woo your lady. ~~ Yet, a barful strife / Who’er I woo, myself 

would be his wife." 

As John Dover Wilson comments with particular reference to 

Shakespeare, exposition is a process of "progressive 
3 

revelation," as every utterance of a character brings to light 

an additional detail. It is also the means of giving information 

necessary for the understanding of what follows in a drama. Thus, 

exposition in a Shakespearean drama becomes an act of "bringing 

the audience into a state of mind receptive to the effects he 
4 

next intends..." For Shakespeare, it may mean the announcement 

of a new character about to enter the stage for the first time, 

or it may mean the gradual working towards a catastrophe or 
5 

climax. In fact, exposition is a varied and complex process 

and may be effected by one device or a number of devices or 

operate through the structure of an act, a whole scene or an 

extended dialogue. The process invariably reflects upon a play’s 

theme, setting, atmosphere, mood, tone, characterization, inset 

stories, stylistic devices and so on. 

In short, exposition often forms the foundation of a play. 

For Shakespeare, as Fleming suggests, this often means that the 

dramatist "foresees the end from the beginning and never loses 

sight of it, and in every part is conscious of all the 
6 

rest..." 



(iV) The EXPOS 111on 1n I>i of Hamlet > 0thel1o and Macbeth ; 

A Comparative Analvsis 

The following discussion is intended to achieve two major 

objectives: (a) to provide the rationale for the choice of 

Hamlet, Othello and Macbeth as the focus of this study and 

(b) to show how Shakespeare’s expository methods or devices in these 

three tragedies are different from, and similar to, the methods 

applied in any other of his plays. 

(a) The Rationale for the Choice of Hamlet, Othello and 

Macbeth as the Focus of This Study 

To begin with, one reason for the choice of Haml et, Othello 

and Macbeth as the focus of this study is that not only were they 

written in a chronological sequence but also are generally 

considered three of Shakespeare’s greatest tragedies that have 

much in common. Also, it was a common practice in Elizabethan 

drama to prepare the audience for the central figure’s appearance. 

In keeping with this dramatic convention, the central figures in 

all three tragedies are missing from I.i. However, they are 

talked about in the scene and are indirectly introduced by other 

characters. In all three tragedies, Shakespeare keeps the hero 

off stage for sometime, while the counteraction is rising. 



Further, in Hamlet, Othello and Hacbeth, Shakespeare 

deals with the theme of evil. Both Othello and Macbeth are 

potentially good human beings but are victims of temptation. i.. 

Hamlet. the hero is not subject to temptation but is one who 

unsuccessfully battles against evil. Also, in two of the three 

tragedies, there are villains in combat against others, namely, 

Claudius versus Hamlet, lago versus Othello. Macbeth, on the other 

hand, is essentially in combat against himself. 

In the expositions of all three tragedies, Shakespeare 

follows a particular pattern: one set of forces advances, in 

secret or open opposition to the others, to some decisive success, 

and then is driven downward to defeat by the reaction it provokes. 

To demonstrate how this pattern works, Shakespeare uses in the 

plays certain characters (e.g., the Ghost in Hamlet, lago the 

villain in 0thel1o and the three Witches in Macbeth) 

which carry expository implications. These characters, 

which provide the audience with the foreknowledge of a force 

destructive to the hero, link the opening scene with the 

rest of the drama. The Ghost, lago and the three Witches 

introduced in I.i of Hamlet, Qthel1o and Macbeth, 

are at the root of the tragic action that follows. Furthermore, 

Shakespeare *s intention in I.i of these plays is to make the 

audience aware of this set of advancing forces (of evil), while 

keeping the heroes unaware of it. The audience, unlike the 

heroes, obtains a foreknowledge of the advancing evil forces. 

With such a foreknowledge, they watch the development of the 



events, delusions, hopes, discoveries, the right and wrong 

decisions of the heroes, showing reactions mixed with pleasure, 
8 

apprehension and critical detachment. 

The audience of Shakespeare*s plays not only watches what is 

happening on the stage at the present moment, but also is constantly 

looking out for what is likely to happen next. The minds of the 

audience are stretching forward and their "awakened interest asks 
9 

for continuation and clarification." In I.i of any of his plays, 

the building up of impressions in the minds of the audience also 

includes the building up of expectations. Such expectations as are 

built in the opening scene may not always be fulfilled in the course 

of the action, and the clash between expectation and fulfillment 

may constitute an important source of dramatic conflict. 

Similarly, in Hamlet. Othel1o and Hacbeth. 

Shakespeare sets in motion a process of accumulating impressions, 

expectations and interests, and this encourages an interplay between 

the audience and the stage. Again, although in I.i of these three 

tragedies, the dramatist provides the audience with a good deal 

of foreknowledge, he does not inform them of everything. He leaves 

the audience not knowing for sure what will actually happen. 

William Archer writes: "...it is very largely the art of delicate 

and unobtrusive preparation, of helping an audience to divine 

whither it is going, while leaving it to wonder how it is to get 
10 

there." This is, as Archer says, Shakespeare’s technique of 

arousing curiosity and conjecture as to how events will develop 

and how certain problems raised at a play’s beginning will be 



resolved. Hence, in I.i, producing tension and suspense is one of 

the functions of exposition. An expectation is created and its 

fulfillment is delayed while one’s interest is sustained. Such 

delay and suspense increase the tension inherent in a drama. 

Hamlet, Othel1o and Macbeth have each a single plot, 

and in each, I.i presents a group of characters possessing certain 

independent interests which are different from those of the hero. 

In each play, the second or the third scene (or both together) 

are wholly devoted to the exposition of such a group of characters. 

Iri Othello, it is lago who opens the play, and at the very 

outset the audience receives a strong impression of the force which 

later proves fatal to the hero. In Macbeth. such a force is 

represented by the Witches, and in Hamlet by the Ghost. 

Also, in all three tragedies, expositions contain numerous 

expressions which have ominous overtones. Such expressions 

significantly contribute to the development of character, theme, 

atmosphere and other important dramatic elements. They further 

point to the cause or situation from which future conflicts are 

likely to arise. 

In I.i of some of his plays, Shakespeare may make use -of 

such expository devices as images or ideas which become recurrent 

key images or ideas throughout the plays concerned. The disease 

imagery of I.i of Hamlet, Brabantio's superstition motif and 

lago’s sex imagery in I.i of Othello and the idea of 

equivocation in I.i of Macbeth exemplify such expository devices. 

These images or ideas introduced in I.i act on the audience and 

10 



create a mood of apprehension or danger about the future course 

of action. They help create a frame of reference in which one may 

more readily accept what the next scene will present. Thus, in 

one sense, Shakespeare tries in I.i to carry his audience into an 

altered imaginative mood. 

Motifs, hints or suggestions introduced in I.i may be taken 

up later in the play. Particularly in Othello, a later act or 

scene may remind the audience of a motif or situation that 

occurred in I.i or in the early part of the play. For example, 

the motif of the "black devil" introduced in I.i is recurrent 

throughout the play. According to Marco Mi.ncoff, the purpose of 

such a motif is not to arouse curiosity or anticipation but to 

serve as an unconscious preparation for what is to come, "making 
11 

things drop into place as parts of an inevitable pattern." 

A further function of such motifs or suggestions is to create 

"numerous echoes, correspondences, variations and repetitions . 

which help to bind the parts of the play together and make it a 
12 

living organism of which all parts are i nterrelated." 

In some of his tragedies, Shakespeare uses retrospect and 

foreboding as an expository device. His characters look back at 

what has happened and also look ahead to what may likely occur. 

Thus, a constant flow of thought either into the past or the 

future is noticeable (this is particularly true in Hamlet and 

Othello) and the relationship between the past and the future ^ 

of great dramatic significance. Such a use of retrospect and 

foreboding as an expository method (for revealing attitude and 

11 



inner meaning) forms one of the fundamental principles of 

composition in a Shakespearean play. It serves as an important 

means of linking together separate situations, of giving unity 

and coherence to a play, of arousing expectation and tension and 

of creating contrasts and parallels within the play. For example, 

in both Hamlet and Othello, passages about, and references 

to the past and the future operate as informative hints, 

recapitulations or visions of the future which open up new vistas 

and take the audience through imagination to the very core of the 

pi ay. 

In I.i of two of his tragedies, Shakespeare uses omens, 

portents and supernatural appearances as expository devices. In 

I.i of both Hamlet and Macbeth, there are respectively a 

ghost and three witches who have supernatural knowledge and who do 

not act as mere illusions in the minds of the characters; rather, 

they contribute to the actions of the plays and, hence, become 

an indispensable part of them. As in Macbeth, the 

supernatural is always placed in the closest relation to the 

play’s protagonist and it "gives a confirmation and a distinct form 
13 

to inward movements already present.” 

In I.i of some of his plays, Shakespeare uses dramatic irony 

as an expository device in order to produce premonitory meanings. 

Such ironies may disclose themselves as deliberate forebodings 

as the audience watches the action. This is often a subtle and 

hidden form of exposition. 

12 



William H. Fleming, echoing numerous French critics, states: 

"The drama is preparation" and adds that in a perfectly constructed 
14 

drama there is "constant and lucid foreshadowing . " In I. i of 

Hamlet, Othello and Macbeth, Shakespeare conforms to 

this dramatic rule by clearly foreshadowing what is likely to happen 

to the hero. By having lago reveal his hatred for Othello in I.i, 

Shakespeare hints at the latter’s destruction. In I.i of Macbeth, 

the senses and imagination of the audience are stirred by a 
15 

thunderstorm and by supernatural alarm. Although the scene is 

comprised of merely eleven lines, its impact is so overwhelming 

that a second scene is needed to introduce King Duncan, the battles 

in Scotland and Macbeth’s victory. Similarly, I.i of Hamlet 

clearly foreshadows the future course of action of the play. 

Finally, it can be said that Shakespeare, in opening Hamlet, 

Othello and Macbeth, uses certain dramatic devices which arrest, 

startle and excite the audience. In Hamlet, for example, the 

first appearance of the Ghost in I.i creates excitement in the 

audience, and Shakespeare immediately introduces a conversation 

which exp.lains the state of affairs at Elsinore. The second 

appearance of the Ghost in the scene increases the tension and 

leads to a subsequent long scene which contains no action but 

presents almost all the dramatis personae. 

I.i in all three tragedies, then, can be seen to provide an 

arresting, organ really structured introduction to the action that 

follows. 

13 



(b) The Siffli1ar1t1es and DifTerences in Shakespearean 

Exposi11 on 

How, then, are Shakespeare’s expositions in Hatnl e t, Othello 

3nd Macbeth different from, and similar to, the exposition in 

any other of his plays? To answer this question, we must stress 

the fact that it is difficult to generalize about Shakespeare ’ s 

method of exposition and of establishing a relationship among the 

various parts of a play. No consistent principles of exposition, 

observes Robert F. Willson, appear to have been employed by the 
16 

dramatist in the comedies, histories,, tragedies or romances. 

Although Shakespeare seems to have used no common principles 

of exposition, a close look at the structure of the mature tragedies 

(particularly, Hamlet, Othello. Macbeth and Antony and 

Cleopatra) makes it evident that the dramatist improved upon the 

method of exposition, "moving more in the direction of foreshadowing 

and of symbolism and away from bare exposition." Early on, writes 

Willson, "he was experimenting with different ways of arousing interest 
17 

handling exposition and using his stage." Shakespeare’s own 

background as an actor, continues Willson, no doubt aided him "in 

applying the tricks of the stage in getting his dramatic enterprise 
18 

underway." For example, Shakespeare sometimes uses a minor 

character who does not appear again in the play. For example, in 

Antony and Cleopatra, Philo serves as a prologue speaker, and 

as an expository device, gives an exceptionally powerful speech in 

14 



I.i of the play. The use of such a device saves the dramatist ”the 

trouble of characterizing the speaker or of bringing on a major 

character to perform before he appeared in the dramatic context 
19 

Shakespeare had prepared for him." The purpose of the speech 

of the prologue speaker in I.i is to invite the audience into the 

imaginary world of the play so that the dramatist can present a 

major character in the appropriate context. 

Mythic figures such as ghosts and bloody men are some other 

devices of Shakespearean exposition. Use of such devices provides 

the opportunity of commencing the action without much need for 

elaborate explanation. Even prologues and inductions are skillfully 

employed by Shakespeare to provide a kind of mythic frame for the 
20 

play. This is particularly true in Romeo and J uliet. 

Also, in some plays, the actions of several characters 

become part of a chorus supporting the main characters (e.g., 

Enobarbus in Antony and Cleopatra). Of all three tragedies studied 

in this thesis, only Kamiet has such a character. Horatio who 

shares some of the traits of Prince Hamlet is supportive of the 

latter throughout the play. Use of Horatio as an instrument of 

exposition has double significance. He not only connects I.i with 

the rest of the drama but also helps us understand the character 

of Prince Hamlet as the action continues. Neither in Othello nor 

Macbeth does Shakespeare use such a chorus character as a 

means of exposition. 

It was a common practice in Elizabethan drama to prepare the 

audience for the central figure’s appearance. However, in I.i of 

15 



Hamiet« Othello and Macbeth. the hero is missing (In 

Kinq Lear, the other great tragedy, the hero’s presence is delayed 

until Gloucester and Kent can comment on the ceremony about to take 

place). On the other hand, in the comedies, and most histories the 

hero does appear in I.i. Again, in the Roman plays, Shakespeare 

frequently presents a popular view of the hero from the street 

before he (the latter) appears, then the citizens remain to act as 

audience to judge him. In the romances, the technique is varied. In 

Cvmbeline. Posthumus and Imogen enter in I.i, while in 

The W i nter ’ s Tale. Leontes does not appear until I.ii. Also, 

in the romances, the central figure is rarely the first speaker; 

secondary characters always provide some preparation before he first 

enters the stage. 

This critical analysis points to the fact that Shakespeare’s 

expositions in Hamlet, 0thel1o and Macbeth are somewhat 

different from, and similar to, the expositions of his other plays. It 

also reveals that the method and function of exposition in the three 

tragedies chosen for this study have much in common. 

^v) The Act and Scene Division in Shakespearean 

Drama 

Before embarking on an examination of the correspondence 

between I.i and the complete drama in Hamlet, 0thel1o and 

Macbeth, some attention is due the act and scene division in 
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Shakespearean plays. 

The act and scene divisions in modern editions of Shakespeare 

generally follow the act and scene arrangement first applied to the 

whole of Shakespeare’s plays by Nicholas Rowe in his edition of 
21 

1709. Rowe worked on the neo-classical assumption that the 

division of plays into five acts was the correct and natural scheme 

of things. In his view, the First Fo1io (1623) had led the way 

by showing a similar concern for neo-classical regularity of act 

divisions of a play. Emrys Jones mentions that the editors of the 

Folio wanted ”to emulate the dignified classical appearance of 

Jonson’s Works. which had appeared in the year of Shakespeare’s 
22 

death.” 

Strangely enough, the marking of act and scene divisions by 

the editors of the First Folio did not extend to all plays of 

Shakespeare. Although the comedies in the Folio are divided into 

five acts, and some of them into scenes as well, the histories 

and tragedies are more irregular. Despite this general irregularity of 

act and scene divisions in the First Folio. I.i is clearly 

indicated in the three plays to be investigated in this study - 

Hamlet. Othello and Macbeth. It is worth stressing 

that a change of scene, in particular, is a critical moment 

in a Shakespearean play and is typically signaled on stage by a shift 

in setting, time or character(s) (that is, the exiting of all 

characters). 

In accord with critical tradition and to facilitate reference, 

this study of the significance of I.i in Hamlet. 0thel1o 
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and Macbeth uses the act and scene divisions of the plays as 

found in modern editions. More precisely, Chapters I, II and III 

are respectively based upon the act and scene divisions as found 

in H. H. Furness’s edition of Hamlet (1877), M. R. Ridley’s 

edition of Othello (1958) and Kenneth Muir’s edition of 

Macbeth (1953). 

Having provided some understanding of Shakespeare’s dramatic 

intentions in I.i of Hamlet. 0thel1o and Macbeth. the 

thesis shall now examine in greater detail the correspondence 

between the opening scene and the complete drama in each. For this 

purpose, the thesis identifies Shakespeare’s expository devices and 

examines their functions in linking the scene with the rest of 

the drama. 

The thesis is divided into three chapters, each dealing with 

an individual play. Each chapter is organized in the following 

order; (i) a description of the exposition in I.i of a play; and 

(ii) an examination of the expository implications of the scene 

for the complete drama. The latter part is sub-divided into 

several sections, each describing a specific expository method or 

device and its function in establishing a relationship between 

the scene and the complete drama. 
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Chapter I 

Hamlet! I.i 

A. Introduction 

According to Maynard Mack, the pervasive atmosphere of 

Hamlet’s world "finds its point of greatest dramatic concentration 
1 

in the first act, and its symbol in the first scene." Mack 

further writes that the great plays present us with something that 

can be called a world, a microcosm --a world made of people, actions, 

situations, thoughts and feelings that are significant and coherent. 

In such a world of drama, states Mack, "each part implies the other 
2 

parts and lives, each means, with the life and meaning of the rest." 

The essence of Mack’s comment is that the imaginative 

environment created in I.i. of Hamlet is representative of the 

environment that exists in the rest of the drama. Hence, writes 

Mack, I.i. of the plays is closely related to the complete drama. 

This necessitates an examination of the process in which Shakespeare 

makes the opening scene a part of the organic whole. 

Therefore, this chapter shall examine the method and function 

of Shakespeare’s exposition in I.i of Haml et in making the scene 

a part of the organic whole of the drama. But first, we will provide 

a critical analysis of the scene in order to facilitate the reader’s' 

understanding of the expository devices and their functions in 

the scene. 
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B• 1»1« of Hamlet; The Expository Details 

I.i. of Ham1et, as the opening dialogue indicates, is set on 

the dark battlements of Elsinore Castle. Immediately the castle 

is recognized as the symbol of royalty, the symbol, in fact, of 

natural order in the Renaissance world. The castle is defended by 

nervous sentries. Bernardo coming on duty cries in an unusual 
3 

reversal of custom: ”Who*s there?" (I.i.l) to the guard at his 

post, Francisco. The series of anxious questions from these loyal 

sentries adds to the mood of apprehension which will be predominant 

in the play. When the clock strikes twelve, all the 

mysterious associations with midnight are aroused. Likewise, the 

"bitter cold" (I.i.8) has symbolic value of fear and death. The 

audience has no doubt that these sentries and the other two men 

who join them are loyal subjects. Horatio identifies 

them as "friends to this ground" (I.i.15) and Marcellus calls 

himself one of the "liegemen to the Dane" (I.i.15). Marcellus 

refers to Francisco as an "honest soldier" (I.i.16). The 

defense of the castle is, therefore, in faithful, loyal 

hands. As it appears, these men are represen-tative of the 

defenders of the natural order. Why, then, is Francisco 

"sick at heart" (I.i.9)? 

The scene evidently presents Horatio as a scholar who has 

been urged by the sentries to assess the nature of the Ghost so 

far referred to as a "dreaded sight" (I.i.25) which has so 
4 

frightened the men twice before. Horatio enters the scene as 
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the calm voice of educated reason whose skeptical utterance 

”tush, tush, ’twill not appear" (1.1.30) contrasts with the fear 

of the sentries. His humorous remark "a piece of him" (1.1.19), 

spoken In these frightening circumstances, reveals his quiet, 

wry objectivity. 

In the scene, fear Is doubled when a ghost appears and this 

reasonable man, Horatio, admits; "It harrows me with fear and 

wonder" (1.1.44). The surprise of the Ghost’s appearance In the 

form of the deceased King of Denmark Intensifies the horror. A 

king Is the ultimate symbol of good and natural civilized order; 

he Is, to the Renaissance mind, a divinely sanctioned leader. 

The fact that he stalks In silent misery Indicates his spiritual 

discomfort. The ghost of a dead king forebodes a serious upheaval 

In the natural order, a supernatural omen of distress In the 

kingdom, a terrifying message from the grave. 

The Ghost Is Impressive and awe-inspiring In his full battle 

dress and military bearing. Is he armed for battle against an 

external or Internal foe? Horatio concludes; "This bodes some 

strange eruption to our state" (1.1.69). His use of the Imagery 

of physical disease Is significant In the scene. In the patholo- 

gical sense, "eruption" refers to the Individual’s state of 

health as well as to the body politic. M. M. Mahood writes that 

In this conjunction of the two meanings, the public and the 

Individual, there Is a first faint sounding of the play’s major 
5 

theme. Clearly this particular state In Elsinore will suffer 

calamity. A more generalized fear Is, however, aroused by the 
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appearance of the Ghost. Man’s primitive fear of the unknown 

afterworld raises universal questions about the mysteries of life 

and death and afterlife. 

To intensify the mood of foreboding in the scene, Shakes- 

peare introduces the military threat from Fortinbras of Norway 

which has caused a "sweaty haste" (I.i.77) in defense preparation 

in Denmark. Fortinbras is introduced as a courageous pragmatist 

who is determined to avenge his father’s death at the 

hands of the late King Hamlet of Denmark, and to regain lost 

land with the aid of "lawless resolutes” (I.i.98). With subtle 

economy, Shakespeare hints at essential questions: What is the 

nature of revenge? What constitutes justice? What is the role 

of the dutiful son? What is the nature of the man of action? 

Significantly, it is the intellectual Horatio who refers 

to many evil omens from the past. The reference to the fall of 

Julius Caesar carries associations of tragic upheaval. The 

pathetic fallacy underscoring that event is referred to in vivid 

detail: graves released their dead who "did squeak and gibber 

in the Roman streets" (I.i.ll6). The imitative harmony of the 

line is effective in conveying the shrill, meaningless noises 

which accompanied the tragedy. The descriptive intensity of the 

following expression has a cumulative effect of horror: 

...stars with trains of fire and dews of blood, 
Disasters in the sun; and the moist star. 
Upon whose influence Neptune’s empire stands. 
Was sick almost to doomsday with eclipse. 

(I.i.117-20) 

The eclipse of the moon is referred to in imagery of sickness 
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6 
and destruction. The dreadful omens have the double weight of 

referring to the death of a great leader, and of revealing the 

destructive upheaval in states in which evil breeds. 

In the scene, the second appearance of the Ghost comes with 

the same breathtaking surprise as its first. Horatio courageously 

risks damnation in approaching the Ghost whose nature of good or 

evil has not yet been established. He risks all for the sake of 

doing good: "If there be any good thing to be done, / That may to 

thee do ease and grace to me..." (I. i . 130-131). Then, according 

to the belief that ghosts disappear with the dawn, the apparition 

vanishes as quickly as it had appeared. This quick pace in the 

shifting of scenes and moods, and the maintenance of suspense, 

will carry through the play. 

In the scene, one of the most poignant metaphors of the play 

is spoken by Horatio, who describes the dawn: "But look, the 

Morn, in russet mantle clad, / Walks o’er the dew of yon eastern 

hill” (I. i . 166-67). The audience, through the poetic quality 

of the lines, is allowed the relief which comes at day break when 

nightmares cease. The contrast of darkness with light is 

significant. The mixture of terse prose and flowing verse in I.i. 

accurately reflects stylistic features which will be employed 

throughout the play. 

It is the mention of young Hamlet which arouses almost as 

many questions as those raised by the appearance of the Ghost. 

The Renaissance mind would have certain expectations of this 

young man. As son of a dead king, he would likely be rightful 
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heir to the throne. The loss of his father presumes a certain 

degree of grief. The proven loyalty and integrity of Horatio 

and the sentries, and their decision to tell Hamlet of the Ghost, 

imply a trust and respect for a prince who is part of the natural 

order of the world which they defend. How will the youthful 

Hamlet react to the news that a ghost has appeared in the form 

of his father? What dreadful message may the silent Ghost have 

for his son? Will the unspecified evil which obviously threatens 

this state be overthrown by the son? In addition to these 

questions, those raised about Fortinbras now apply equally to 

Hamlet. 

There is a certain ironic tone at work in this scene. The 

defense of the castle depends upon the courageous loyalty of 

mortal men; the threat of the castle, however, seems to emanate 

from a supernatural, not a natural, source. The intellectual 

reasonableness of Horatio seems insufficient to deal with the 

horror and evil which is foreshadowed in the opening scene. 
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C. Imp]1 cat 1ons Arising from the Exposition 

in I.i. 

A close examination of I.i. of Hamiet reveals the 

appropriateness of Maynard Mack’s remark that the pervasive 

atmosphere of Hamlet’s world, such as its mysteriousness, 
7 

"Finds... its symbol in the first scene." The atmosphere 

created in I.i. is, no doubt, representative of the general 

atmosphere of the play. In the scene, having engaged the 

audience’s attention with utmost subtlety, Shakespeare sets the 

plot in motion. Now attention must be directed forward to see 

the significance and.coherence of the issues raised in this scene 

as they are carried through to the conclusion of the drama. 

I.i of Hamlet introduces a mood of questioning which is 

characteristic of the tragedy as a whole. In the opening lines of 

the scene, while a clock far within is tolling twelve, the 

audience is startled by the nervous challenge to Francisco by 

Bernardo. With the arrival of Horatio and Marcellus in the 

scene, such interrogation intensifies and the audience hears 

questions like "What, is Horatio there?’ (I.i.19), "What, has 

this thing appear’d again to-night?" (I.i.21) and so on. The 

most abiding question in this respect is raised by Bernardo to 

Horatio: "What think you on’t?" (I.i.55). The opening scene is 

full of questions and indirections. Such questioning, which 

produces doubt, uncertainty and mystery, and have no immediate 

28 



and specific answers, reflects upon the peculiar atmosphere of the 

pi ay. 

Hamlet’s first soliloquy (I.ii) expresses his melancholy 
8 

state of mind as well as a "world-weary tone." Such a tone is 

partially set in the opening scene through the interaction of 

questions and answers and a sense of doubt and uncertainty. 

This sense of doubt and uncertainty is intensified by the 

equivocal mood of the characters. Throughout the play, Hamlet 

vacillates between rival options: either to revenge or not to 
9 

revenge, whether a visitant comes from heaven or hell. 

Claudius turns out to be a double-dealer; indeed, so does Hamlet 

in his "antic disposition.” Polonius is presented as an eaves- 
10 

dropper and "master of palace intrigue.” Both Rosencrantz 

and Gui1denstern , Hamlet’s two school-fel 1ows , are consummate 

double-dealers. Foul play is suspected at every moment; in fact, 

foul play initiates the drama. Except between Hamlet and Horatio, 

there exists mutual distrust among all other characters. 

I.i provides a picture of the Danish state which G. R. 
11 

Elliott describes as a very organic society. The speakers in 

the scene are "Friends to this ground" (I.i.15) and "liegemen 

to the Dane" (I.i.15) and they are taking part in a watch which 

is described as "strict and most observant” (I.i.71). As it 

appears from the scene, the nation has in its foreground the 

soldier and the scholar, representing opposite poles of society. 

Horatio, who is a patriotic scholar and works in close collabo- 

ration with the country’s soldiers and citizens, is called to 
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advise soldiers on duty about the Ghost that has been visiting 

the castle. 

In I.i Horatio’s remarks are highly significant in the 

context of the play’s major and minor themes. His expressions 

like ”This bodes some strange eruption to our state” (I.i.69) 

and "A mote it is to trouble the mind’s eye" (I.i.112) as well as 

his dim perception of a relation between the "mightiest Julius" 

(I.i.114) and the late King of Denmark indicate that tragic 
12 

events are likely to take place in Denmark. He points out: 

And even the like precurse of fierce events, 
As harbingers preceding still the fates 
And prologue to the omen coming on, 
Have heaven and earth together demonstrated 
Unto our climatures and countrymen. 

(I.i.121-25) 

I.i of Hamlet thus provides a cosmic background. Horatio believes 

that only "heaven and earth" have in some way "demonstrated" and 

will continue to demonstrate in the play. He makes the audience 

feel the presence of the heaven and the earth that have "secret 

influence.” G. R. Elliott writes that Horatio’s allusion to the 

death of Julius Caesar in I.i emphasizes the influence on human 

society of the heaven with its night and day, the stars and the 

sun, God, grace and justice and of the earth with its stolidity 

and passion, evil and lovely growths, sickness and health, hells 
13 

and purgations. Elliott continues that Shakespeare’s 

imagination has cosmic reaches and develops particularly a vision 
14 

of "heaven and earth" in the opening scene. This sense of a 

cosmic vision is maintained throughout the drama. 
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(T) 1*1* the Ghost 

The first visible sign of upheaval in the natural order of 

the state of Denmark is the appearance of the Ghost to the 

sentries. Significantly, the Ghost does not first appear to his 

son, but to the loyal defenders of the castle. Two aspects are 

important concerning the Ghost. The first is the audience's 

familiarity with the notion of ghosts in general. The second is 

this particular Ghost as a specific character, as a supernatural 

being with a message, as the deceased King of Denmark, and as the 

father of young Hamlet. 

(a) The Audience's Familiaritv with the Notion 

of Ghosts 

The use of the Ghost as an expository device in Hamlet 

indicates Shakespeare *s indebtedness to the tradition of the 

dramatic ghost used in literature from Aeschylus to John Marston. 

In such a literary tradition, the usual function of the ghost is 

that of a prologue; as such, it is a device which a dramatist 

employs in order to present the preliminary information in an 
18 

"arresting fashion." In Hamlet. however, Shakespeare 

humanizes and Christianizes this conventional dramatic machinery 

and gives it a contemporary spiritual background. For the first 

time, the audience was to decide on the basis of their religious 

beliefs whether a stage ghost was a good spirit or an evil 
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19 
one. 

Since his audiences were familiar with the basic beliefs 

both Protestants and Roman Catholics, Shakespeare allows them 

to view the Ghost from both religious points of view. Both 

Protestants and Catholics agreed on the following 

methods of testing the identity of a ghost: (a) If the ghost 

appears at midnight, it is considered a demon. In the 

popular imagination, any spirit shunning the light of day 

was necessarily evil, (b) Good and evil spirits could appear 

anywhere. Graveyards, scenes of horrible crimes, 

batt1efields, gallows, ruined cities, old houses, castles, 

sites of buried treasures and mines were believed to be 

their favorite haunts. A ghost wants his victim alone, 

isolated from his fellow men. (c) Both devils and angels 

appear luminous to men but the light of a demon is full of 

shadows, flickering like the fire of Hell, whereas the light 

of an angel is steady, clear and dazzling like that of the 

sun. (d) If the voice of a ghost is rough, harsh and loud, 

it is a demon ; if the voice is soft, agreeable, musical, 

sweet-sounding and soothing, it is an angel. 

In addition to the above criteria for testing the 

nature of a ghost, both Protestants and Catholics were 
20 

familiar with the following views: (a) Souls returned 

from Purgatory ask for masses, alms, fasts, pilgrimages and 

prayers in order to deliver them from their pains. A 

purgatorial ghost might appear to warn of an impending 

of 

33 



calamity, although this function was normally regarded as 

that of an angelic spirit, (b) If the Ghost speaks humbly, 

acknowledges sins and sheds tears and expresses groans, it 

is a soul returned from Purgatory, (c) Both Protestants and 

Catholics would suspect a ghost was a demon if it vanished 

when charged to speak in the name of God, if it appeared in 

a light suggesting the fires of Hell, or if it incited to 

vice and expressed anger and malice. 

Most Protestant members of the audience would probably 

have been aware of many tests with which their church did 

not agree. Even skeptics who doubted the appearance of 

ghosts were familiar with the ghost-lore. The Catholic 

traditions were not yet totally destroyed and they were well 

known to people because of the heated debate over ghosts. 

Hamlet * s contemporary audience must have been familiar with 

the multiple tests that have been discussed. 

Shakespeare’s treatment of the Ghost in I.i of Hamlet 

indicates both Protestant and Catholic suspicions about an 

apparition. The dramatist does not identify the audience’s 

responses to it as either purely Catholic or Protestant. No 

one in the scene takes the Ghost to be the true soul of the 

dead King of Denmark. However, the predominant view seems to 

be Protestant. Horatio, Marcellus and Bernardo consistently 

refer to the Ghost as ”it,” not as the soul of the King 

himself, but as a spirit whose identity is in doubt. When 

Marcellus asks if this "thing” has appeared again, his 
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question seems to indicate the Protestant awareness that the 
21 

Ghost cannot be the actual King. Again, when Horatio 

says to the Ghost, "Stay, illusion" (I.i.l27), the scholar 

seems to doubt that it is the soul of the late King. It 

appears to them as a phenomenon whose nature has to be 

determined. 

It has been noted earlier that the Roman Catholics 

believe that Purgatory souls and good spirits are spirits of 

peace, speak humbly, acknowledge and lament their own sins 
22 

and pray for relief. But the Ghost in I.i of Hamlet 

frowns as had the late King of Denmark once when he was 

angry with the Polacks (I.i.62-63). Horatio notices that the 

Ghost of King Hamlet is also in arms and bears a truncheon: 

"Such was the very armour he had on / When he the ambitious 

Norway combated;...” (I.i.60-61). It seems probable that 

Shakespeare's audience believed that armed spirits were 
23 

demons. 

After the second appearance of the Ghost in I.i, Horatio 

decides to step courageously into its path, trying to stop its 

movement. Fechter infers that Horatio makes the sign of the cross 
24 

at which the Ghost stops, as a Catholic ghost should. 

Catholics believed that the sign of the cross was an absolute 

protection against evil spirits. 

Although the characters in the scene seem to be predominantly 

Protestant in their views, Shakespeare further leaves a hint that 

would encourage the Catholic to consider that the Ghost comes from 
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Purgatory. Such a hint becomes prominent when Horatio urges the 

Ghost: "Speak to me; / If there be any good thing to be done / That 

may to thee do ease and grace to me,..." (I.i.129-31). Horatio’s 

speech suggests the probable Catholic view that ghosts might be 

"spirits of the departed, allowed to return from Purgatory for some 

special purpose, which it was the duty of the pious to further if 
25 

possible, in order that the wandering soul might find rest.” 

In his treatment of the Ghost in Hamlet. then, Shakespeare 

has made use of the current religious views on ghosts and spirits 

as well as of popular superstitions concerning them. To the 

Elizabethans, a ghost was a matter of reality and the nature and 

origin of wandering spirits gave rise to serious questions. 

Shakespeare’s use of the Ghost in Hamlet and other plays reflects 

popular current concerns. In fact, the use of such popular views 

partly accounts for the special popularity of the play to the 

audience. W. J. Lawrence writes that early stage conventions 

dealing with the supernatural were based upon popular beliefs; 

otherwise, they would never have been acceptable to or 
26 

understandable by the audience. 

(b) Further I molications of the Appearance of 

the Ghost in I.i 

Having examined the popular notions concerning ghosts, 

it is necessary to look at the Ghost in Hamlet as a 
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dramatically convincing character whose expository function 

in I.i is of vital importance to the play in regard to plot, 

theme and, especially, the character of Prince Hamlet. 

I.i reveals that this apparition is the ghost of the 

late King of Denmark. Later, the truth of his identity is 

confirmed. Shakespeare emphasizes the soldierly appearance 

of the Ghost; the characters recollect his courageous deeds 

in battle. The Ghost is a symbol of the ideal King whose 

qualities of courage, intelligence and ruthlessness ensure 

the ordered loyalty and stability of his kingdom. 

The Ghost’s message provides the motive for the entire plot. 

The Ghost tells his son he had been murdered; regicide 

implies the ultimate destruction of the natural order within 

a royal dynasty. Furthermore, King Hamlet was murdered by 

his own brother, Claudius, who later admits that his sin has 

"the primal eldest curse upon’t, / A brother’s murder” 

(111.i1i.37-38). Such a violent betrayal of family 

relationships is intensified by the incestuous marriage of 

Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude, and her brother-in-law, Claudius. 

Indeed, it is Hamlet’s effort to accomplish the 

extraordinarily difficult task of avenging his father’s 

murder without harming his mother that the play is centered 

upon. The theme of loyalty and betrayal within the natural 

order of the family is further developed through a 

comparison with Polonius’ family, and with the filial duty 

of Fortinbras. Hamlet’s comparison of his father to 
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Hyperion, the sun-god and the model of beauty, and Claudius 

to the half-man-half-animal satyr (I.ii.l40), symbolizing 

uncontrolled sexual desires, is an apt expression of the 

contrast between good and evil, between the god-like and the 

bestial within the family. 

The encounter between the Ghost of the late King and his son 

Hamlet invites a comparison of the two characters. That young 

Hamlet possesses the same nobility of character as his father is 

emphasized on several occasions. Ophelia understands Hamlet's 

nobility as she sums up his qualities in these lines: 

The courtier's scholar's, soldier's, eye, tongue, 
sword; 
The expectancy and rose of the fair state. 
The glass of fashion, and the mould of form. 
The observed of all observers, quite, quite down! 

(Ill.i .151-54) 

Likewise, Fortinbras echoes these soldierly virtues of 

Hamlet: 

Let four captains 
Bear Hamlet, like a soldier, to the stage; 
For he was likely, had he been put on, 
To have proved most royal... 

(V.ii.382-85) 

Horatio sums up the tragic waste of Hamlet's noble 

qualities: "Now cracks a noble heart" (V.ii.346). 

That King Hamlet was ruthless in the defense of his kingdom 

is explicitly stated in I.i of the play. Young 

Hamlet’s ruthlessness is seen in his recognition of the 

treachery of Rosencrantz and Gui1denstern, and later in his 

justification of sending them to their deaths. His implied 
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opinion that Ophelia weakly succumbs to her father’s plots 

may partly explain his ruthless, brutal treatment of her. 

The introduction of the Ghost in I.i of Hamlet has 

other implications which lead significantly to an understanding 

of the character of Prince Hamlet. The silent suffering of the 

Ghost alerts the audience to the essentially silent suffering of 

Hamlet. The first time the audience sees him, Hamlet is withdrawn 

in a gloomy cloud, wrapped in black clothing. His isolation, 

except for the friendship of Horatio, is part of his tragedy. He 

cannot share his burden with his mother, for she is part of the 

problem and must not be harmed according to the instruction of 

his father’s Ghost. Ophelia cannot be an equal partner to Hamlet; 

she seems to be left behind in childhood while Hamlet struggles 

with an almost unbearable burden. Hamlet insists that all 

witnesses of the Ghost’s appearance swear an oath of secrecy; 

this eliminates help from his loyal courtiers in effecting revenge. 

The silent suffering of the Ghost also symbolizes a spiritual 

suffering. King Hamlet reveals that he had died without the 

sacraments of the church: 

Cut off even in the blossoms of my sin, 
Unhousel’d, disappointed, unaneled; 
No reckoning made, but sent to my account 
With all my imperfections on my head... 

(I.V.76-79) 

Young Hamlet’s spiritual suffering originates during the 

encounter with the Ghost who hovers as a messenger from death to 

life. The mystery of dying is a universal concern expressed by 

Hamlet in his first soliloquy of anguish and despair: 
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0, that this too too solid flesh would melt, 
Thaw, and resolve itself into a dew! 
Or that the Everlasting had not fix’d 
His canon ’gainst self-siaughter ! . . . 

(I.ii.129-32) 

The most famous of the soliloquies ”To be, or not to be” occurs 

in III.i.56-89. Hamlet considers and abandons the idea of suicide. 

It is the universal, meditative quality of this passage 

which reflects the depth of Hamlet’s spirituality. His acute 

awareness of spiritual consequences thwarts his one opportunity 

to kill Claudius (111.iii.73-98) . 

There is a suggestiveness about the Ghost which alludes to 

so much of Hamlet’s behavior. The mysterious quickness of the 

Ghost’s appearance and disappearance points to Hamlet’s 

impetuosity and his great agility in shifting swiftly from mood 

to mood. His feigned madness, his teasing of Polonius, the brutal 

verbal attack on Ophelia, the humorous baiting of Osric, his 

swift alteration of the play, the impetuous killing of Polonius 

and the dramatic encounter with his mother are all examples of 

his impulsive nature. It is, however, the mystery of the 

Ghost in I.i which alludes to the essential mystery of Hamlet’s 

complex personality revealed later in the play. 

(i i) I.i; Horatio 

Like the Ghost, the introduction of the character of Horatio 

in I.i has important expository implications for the rest of the 

play. Horatio is Hamlet’s confidant and makes remarks along the 
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way which have value as explanations of what is happening* He is 

the "spokesman for the audience" and the dramatist is an "invisible 
27 

magician" speaking only indirectly through him. 

In many of his tragedies, Shakespeare chooses a character to 

be close to the protagonist. Such a character is a man of less 

magnificence than the hero but also without his shortcomings, and 
28 

a man of less genius but greater balance of character. He is 

also remarkable in the play’s setting for his loyalty, soundness 

of judgment and humanity. He is the individual who represents the 

norm of human conduct at its best. Through the boundless good 

sense and loving concern of these men, Shakespeare points out the 

flaws or excesses of his gifted heroes. In Ham1et, it is Horatio 

who is drawn as a learned man, of an even disposition, truly just 

and honorable and not easily moved by passion. 

I.i of Hamlet clearly presents Horatio as a chorus 
29 

character. From the beginning, his voice is one of sanity 

and judgment. He is politely skeptical about the existence of 

ghosts and says: "Tush, tush, ’twill not appear" (I.i.30). He is 

rational but does not push his rationality to the point of 

fanaticism. As soon as the Ghost of the deceased Hamlet appears, 

he says, ending his skepticism: "Before my God, I might not this 

believe / Without the sensible and true avouch / Of mine own 

eyes.” (I.i.56-58) Although Horatio initially doubts the existence 
30 

of ghosts, good sense urges him to accept the evidence. 

Throughout the play, his quiet voice urges rationality and moderation 

upon anyone to whom he speaks. As will be shown later, Horatio’s 
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remarks, from his initial doubts about the Ghost to comments on the 

death-warrant that Hamlet forged, indicate his poignant and objective 

critical acumen. 

In fact, Horatio is "the perfect balance of ’blood and 
31 

judgment.’" The Elizabethans believed physical and mental 

health to be a balance of four bodily humors. Horatio’s quiet 

poise suggests that Shakespeare in this "play of secret passions 

and dark deeds" uses him as a foil to Claudius, Gertrude, Laertes 
32 

and, especially Hamlet. His bodily humors and consequent 

mental state are balanced and he personifies moderation as the 

essence of human virtue. He is also selfless and arguably one of 

the noblest of Shakespeare’s male characters. Quite 

characteristically, when the queen dreads having to see Ophelia 

in her madness, Horatio reminds her that "there are more 
33 

important considerations than her own thinnness of skin." 

Horatio is a man of few words and in his friendship with 

Hamlet, he does not need many words. When Hamlet tries to express 

affection towards him, he interrupts the former’s speech to show 

that he needs no reassurance: 

Ham. 
Horatio, thou art e’en as just a man 
As e’er my conversation coped withal. 

Hor . 
0, my dear lord, -- 

(Ill.ii .49-51) 

Horatio is loyal to the Prince and quite subordinates himself to 

his royal friend. The Elizabethans could not conceive of such a 

friendship in any other way since birth and station ruled 
34 

society. 
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However, Horatio never fears to disagree with his friend. 

When Hamlet quarrels with Laertes at Ophelia’s grave, Horatio 

murmurs: ”6ood my lord, be quiet" (V.i.253). Hamlet reacts to the 

insensitivity of the grave-digger who cheerfully sings while 

shovelling up a skull (V.i.64). Horatio answers him: "Custom hath 

made it in him a property of easiness” (V.i.65). Hamlet quickly 

catches the gentle reproof implied by his friend and acknowledges 

his thoughtlessness in this regard: "*Tis e’en so: the hand of 

little employment hath the daintier sense" (V.i.66). When Yorick’s 

skull creates a train of gloomy thoughts in Hamlet, Horatio 

gently tells him that there is neither intellectual nor 

spiritual profit in indulging the mind in morbid speculations 

(V.i.l94). Horatio implies that it is "part of wisdom to 

recognize as insoluble the mysteries of life and death, and not 

to dissipate the health of the mind in attempting to answer the 
35 

unanswerabl e." The traits of Horatio’s character found in 

the opening scene remain consistent throughout the play. Horatio 

survives as a perfectly balanced and admirable man even at the 

end of the tragedy and contributes significantly to the cathartic 

process. 

It is evident that Horatio as scholar represents a mode of 

behavior sharply contrasting with that of Hamlet. It has been 

noted that I.i presents Horatio as a scholar among soldiers and a 

skeptic among the superstitious. The conflict of belief shown in 

the exchanges between the scholar and the soldiers anticipates 
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the dilemma with which Hamlet is faced later in the play. 

Although Horatio and the soldiers know what to do when they 

encounter the Ghost, ending their conflict of opinion, Hamlet 

spends his time throughout the play procrastinating in forging a 

plan of action. Thus, the decisiveness which Horatio 

demonstrates both illuminates and contrasts with what Robert 
36 

F. Willson terms "Hamlet’s psychic struggle." 

In I.i, Horatio’s view that the Ghost’s warlike attire is 

troubling to "the mind’s eye" (I.i.112) clearly indicates the 

predominance of the imagery of disease that plagues the mind more 
37 

than the body. In Ill.iii, Claudius describes his offense 

mainly in terms of its effect on his "limed soul, that struggling 

to be free / Art more engaged!" (111.iii.68-69) . And, although 

Hamlet’s madness is feigned, the role similarly suggests a diseased 

mind. Horatio’s observation "A mote...to trouble the 

mind’s eye" in I.i of the play foreshadows Claudius’ act 
38 

of poisoning his brother and Hamlet’s own troubled mind. 

Such disease imagery is common in the play. Later Ophelia becomes 

insane as a result of Hamlet’s rashness and her own 

vulnerability. Laertes’ poisoning of the rapier to kill Hamlet, 

and the cup of poison, intended for the Prince but drunk by the 

Queen, are other examples of sickness. 

As it has been stated earlier, Horatio’s allusion to the 

fall of Julius Caesar in I.i of Hamlet further forecasts the 

ominous end to Claudius’ reign. The allusion establishes a central 

motif of the play: "...the accidents of tragedy are set 
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in an inexorable pattern.” 

Horatio’s imagery in I.i» as well as in the rest of the 

tragedy, demonstrates his classical scholarship. When he recalls 

"the most high and palmy state of Rome” in the scene, his description 

of the events which took place at the time of the assassination of 

Julius Caesar is obviously full of images that exhibit the spirit 
40 

of the classical world. And at the end of the play, Horatio 

indicates his intention to commit suicide through reference to his 

being "more an antique Roman than a Dane"(V.ii.328) which indirectly 

corroborates his noble stature. 

(i i i) I. i ; Fortinbras 

Within some one hundred lines of r. i in Hamlet. Shakespeare 

introduces the theme of the old conflict between Denmark and Norway 

and thereby the character of young Fortinbras. 

In fact, Fortinbras and Hamlet never meet during the play, 

although both of them are mentioned in I.i. But Claudius’ business 

with Norway concerning Fortinbras is subsequently 

mentioned in I.ii, and II.ii. Thereafter, Fortinbras is allowed 

to be forgotten until his first appearance in IV.iv, and his 

final appearance in V.ii, immediately after the death of Hamlet. 

The theme relating to Fortinbras, introduced in I.i, has 

some structural implications for the play. Fortinbras and his 

army’s advance in IV.iv is intended to establish a contrast to 

the audience. Fortinbras is daring, honorable and decisive, whereas 
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Hamlet 1s a procrastinator. Hamlet himself seems to recognize 

this contrast when he says: 

How all occasions do inform against me, 
And spur my dull revenge!... 
Witness this army, of such mass and charge, 
Led by a delicate and tender prince, 

...Rightly to be great 
Is not to stir without great argument, 
But greatly to find quarrel in a straw 
When honour’s at the stake. How stand I then 
That have a father kill’d, a mother stain’d. 
Excitements of my reason and my blood. 
And let all sleep, while to my shame I see 
The imminent death of twenty thousand men. 
That for a fantasy and trick of fame 
Go to their graves like beds, fight for a plot 
Whereon the numbers cannot try the cause, 
Which is not tomb enough and continent 
To hide the slain? 

(IV. iv. 32-65) 

Fortinbras and his soldiers, who are referred to in I.i and 

actually seen in IV.iv, seem to provoke Hamlet to renew his 

efforts to seek revenge on Claudius for a cause of greater 

importance. Fortinbras’ decisive nature changes Hamlet from a 

wavering man to one more mature in thought and ready for action. 

Fortinbras, whose uncle is the present ruler of Norway, is the 

dead king’s son and heir to the throne. He feels that the land 

lost to Denmark by his father should be restored, just as Hamlet 

realizes that he should avenge his father’s death. Hamlet’s 

speech quoted above suggests that he wishes to undertake his duty 

at the same time Fortinbras undertakes his. Both Hamlet and 

Fortinbras accomplish their missions; Hamlet destroys evil, while 

Fortinbras recovers his lands and offers himself as the new king 

of Denmark. Fortinbras, thus, stands for the rebirth of 
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order. Furthermore, although Fortinbras "looks on his 

mission as part of his duty to a father slain,” his uncle 
42 

commands that he abandon the Danish expedition. The 

acceptance of the command as in the case of Fortinbras symbolizes 

an assertion of moral law, although it apparently blunts his 

original purpose. However, this act of submission is "parallel to 
43 

the final submission" of Hamlet to the will of God. 
44 

Hamlet can be divided into two parts. The first part 

consists of I.i through IV.iv; the second part of the play is 

IV.V through V.ii. It is notable that Shakespeare, for structural 

purposes, makes Fortinbras appear at the end of each of these two 

parts. It is peculiar that Hamlet misses meeting Fortinbras in 

each of the appearances. 

(i v) I.i: Recollection and Anticipation 

Hamlet in particular and the history plays in general, 

Shakespeare seems to demonstrate "how the past grows into the 
45 

present and leads on to the future." An unfulfilled past 

necessitates fulfillment in the future, while guilt from the past 

casts its shadow over the present and the future. Especially in 

the histories, the heroes are carried along by the current of 

history that flows from the past towards the future and to some 

extent, it is they who guide this current. In these plays, the 

•protagonists are never allowed to forget that they stand between 
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46 
a refliembered past and an anticipated future. 

As noted in the general introduction to the thesis, Shakespeare 

uses the device of "recollection” and "anticipation" in some of his 

great tragedies. His use of such an expository device in I.i of 

Hamiet has implications for the remainder of the 

play. The appearance of the Ghost in I.i prompts Horatio’s 

narration of a past event in which the late King Hamlet slew Old 

Fortinbras of Norway who was also forced to sign a treaty to give 

up conquered lands, Horatio states that for this reason the son 

of the Norwegian King is preparing to wage war against the 

present King of Denmark: 

Now, sir, young Fortinbras, 
Of unimproved mettle hot and full. 
Hath in the skirts of Norway here and there 
Shark’d up a list of lawless resolutes. 
For food and diet, to some enterprise 
That hath a stomach in’t; Which is no other 
As it doth appear unto our state 
But to recover of' us, by strong hand 
And terms compulsative, those foresaid lands 
So by his father lost... 

(I.i.95-104) 

By informing the audience of an existing military threat to 

Denmark and of the cause of such a possible invasion, I.i of 
47 

Hamlet thus provides an expository inset that has implications 

for the remainder of the play. 

By recalling the hostility between King Hamlet and the King 

of Norway, and the enterprise of young Fortinbras, Horatio not 

only links the Ghost’s appearance with the historic past of "our 

last King," but also with another past by recalling the forebodings 

that had occurred before the fall of Julius Caesar. In this, we see 
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how a "double past" foreshadows the future. The dramatic effect 

of these repeated digressions into the past is considerable. 

The memory of far and near pasts temporarily diverts attention 

from what is imminent. Such a deviation also serves as indirect 

exposition by heightening the tension and the sense of anticipation. 

For example, the passage in which Horatio describes the happenings 

in Rome before the fall of Caesar has an expository purpose as it 

foreshadows a similar future happening. Also, these insets in 

of Hamlet, writes Wolfgang Clemen, are the "devices 

by which Shakespeare transports us for a moment from 

the dramatic present into a remote past or a remote future, 

building up, as it were, a second plane of reference, an 

imaginative background behind the foreground of the play on the 
48 

stage." 

Hamlet. among all the tragedies, is the play in which 

Shakespeare has made the most striking use of the past and the 

future. The narrative of the Ghost is an exposition which tells 

of an antecedent action of the play. The immediate effect of the 

Ghost’s disclosures to Hamlet is particularly noticeable. The 

revelation, in fact, becomes the turning point of Hamlet’s whole 

life and the motivating cause of all his future actions. This 

past is more than a reported event because it is represented in 

the figure of the Ghost who is a witness of the past and who 

supervises the future actions of Hamlet. The questions, doubts 

and uncertainties which are created by the appearance of the 

Ghost in I.i prepare the audience for the events that follow. 
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The Ghost, in fact, is a supreme example of the way in which 

the past and the future may be brought together. Hamlet himself 

shows a peculiar relationship towards the past and the future. 

Through his keen memory, he precisely recalls scenes and pictures 

of the past: the burial of his father, his mother’s apparently 

happy relationship with his father and his father’s figure, all 

of which have a direct impact on his present situation. The 

Ghost’s commands of "remember” (I.v.91) and "revenge” (I.v.25) 
49 

remain always at the back of his mind. The tension between 

"remember" which points to the past and "revenge" which points to 

the future causes Hamlet’s delay and procrastination and provides 

the source of conflict in the play. In this tension between the 

past and the future lies the structural principle of the whole 

pi ay. 

(v) I.i; the Setting 

Hamlet is a drama of diplomacy and palace intrigue that 

demands the sophisticated setting of a contemporary Renaissance 

court consisting of royal, military and diplomatic figures. To 

fulfill this demand, Shakespeare changed the play from the crude 

barbarism of the Ur~Hamlet to the comparatively advanced culture 

of the Elizabethan Age. But, although the dramatist ignores the 

historical perspectives of Denmark, he takes into consideration 

the local color of geography. 
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Like other issues discussed so far, the setting of I.i of 

Hami et is also representative of the play. I.i indicates that the 

setting is Denmark. In fact, a number of Danish characteristics 

are noticeable in this scene as well as in the rest of the play. 

Most critics agree that such characteristics have been introduced 

in order to create a suitable background for the protagonist who 

is a Danish prince. According to Gunnar Sjogren, Shakespeare takes 

into account not only the actual conditions in Denmark of the 
50 

time but also the Elizabethan view of these conditions. 

Shakespeare probably had ”the prevalent notion among literary 
51 

men of the severe cold prevailing in the Northern countries.” 

It was a popular belief that in Denmark the cold weather was 

difficult to endure. In I.i of Hamiet. Francisco^s remark 

"His bitter cold" I.i,8) reminds the audience of this view of 

the Danish climate. This impression of Denmark’s cold climate 

is maintained throughout the play. In I.iv, as he comes out of 

the battlements in the middle of the night, Hamlet remarks: 

"The air bites shrewdly; it is very cold" (I.iv.l). In 

his response, Horatio confirms Hamlet’s view of the existing 

weather condition; "It is a nipping and an eager air" (I.iv,2). 

In I.i, Shakespeare makes use of a peculiar Danish expression. 

In response to Bernardo’s question "What, is Horatio there?"(I.i.18), 

Horatio answers; "A piece of him” (I.i.19). The reply seems to be a 

joke on the part of Horatio as well as reflecting one of the 
52 

shibboleths of the craft guild in Denmark. In early 

seventeenth-century Denmark, a wandering journeyman, on entering 
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a workshop while looking for a job, had to wait by the door. The 

master of the workshop would probably ask ”Fremder Nabelschmied?” 

(Is the stranger a nailsmith?) to which the answer should be "Ein 
53 

stuck davon” which means "a piece of one.” Laurits Pederson 

writes that this particular popular expression used in craft 

guilds seems to have been known from Denmark to Switzerland and 

may be the point of Horatio’s feeble joke that craftsmen among 

the members of the audience at the Globe Theatre could well have 
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relished such a "catch-phrase.” 

In I.i, Horatio’s remark on the martial appearance and mood 

of the Ghost indicates an incorrect conception presented by 

Shakespeare that Poland had a common border with Denmark since he 

mentions that Hamlet’s father went to fight ”the sledded Polacks 

on the ice.” Later in the play, in his interview with Reynaldo, 

Polonius says; "Inquire me first what Danskers are in 
55 

Paris” (II.i.7). The word "Danskers” in Polonius’ speech indeed 

suggests a touch of Danish local color in the play. But at this time 
56 

"Danskers” did not mean the Danes but the Danzigers. In 

fact, Danzig was known as Dansk in Polish and this may have caused 

some confusion. Seamen and merchants were aware that "Dansk” was just 

another name for Danzig. However, Shakespeare like many other 

Englishmen probably had the mistaken notion that ”Dansk" was just 

another name for Denmark. In addition, this Dansk or Denmark was 

believed to be situated on the borders of Poland. Shakespeare appears 

to have thought that "Danskers” were Danes and that Poland bordered on 
57 

Denmark. This makes plausible the mention in I.i that the 
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protagonist’s father went to fight "the sledded Polacks on the 

ice" (I.i.63). 

The invasion scare introduced in I.i indicates the realistic 

Danish background of Ham1et > In response to Marcellus' question 

regarding Denmark’s preparations for war, Horatio mentions that 

the young Fortinbras, nephew and heir to the present king of 

Norway, is likely to invade Denmark in order to regain lost 

territory. 

Possibly Shakespeare as well as other Englishmen had the 

misconception that it was Norwegian territory one could see 

across the "Sound" from Elsinore and that at any moment the 

Norwegian army might try to take the castle by a surprise 
58 

attack. In IV.iv of the play, Hamlet meets Fortinbras’ men on 

his way from the castle to harbor. The stage direction found in 

some modern editions indicates that the place where Hamlet 

encounters the advancing army of Fortinbras is a "plain in 

Denmark." This idea of the proximity of Fortinbras’ army to the 

Danish palace at Elsinore justifies the Danish fear about a Norwegian 

invasion that could take place at any time. Hamlet’s encounter 

with Fortinbras’ army soon after his departure from Elsinore could 

suggest that Shakespeare had a misconception about Norway’s 

location in relation to Denmark. Hamlet opens and also ends at 

the palace at Elsinore. Shakespeare makes Hamlet a royal prince, 

son of the late king and nephew to the present king of Denmark. 

At that time, Denmark and Elsinore were well known in England. 
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Throughout the play, Shakespeare appears to have been 

careful to maintain this Danish setting. The name of the country 

which appears in I.i is mentioned no fewer than twenty-two times. 

The Queen’s name "Gertrude” is typically Danish and is mentioned 

fourteen times in the play. The names of Rosencrantz and 

Guildenstern also appear to be typically Danish. 

In Ill.iv, Hamlet asks his mother: "Look here, upon this 

picture, and on this, / The counterfeit presentment of two 

brothers" (111.iv.53-54). Hamlet draws his mother's attention to 

the portraits of his deceased father and his uncle Claudius. It 

has been argued that the portraits of kings in the closet scene 

were meant to call to mind the suits of tapestries in the Great 

Chamber of Kronborg showing portraits of a hundred Danish kings, 
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both historic and legendary. 

Some of Shakespeare's contemporaries may have had some 

superficial personal knowledge about Denmark and the Danish 

customs and traditions. Such Elizabethans probably included 

sailors and merchants engaged in the Baltic trade, and 

scriveners, gentlemen and servants accompanying the English 

ambassadors to the Danish court. Also, Shakespeare had some other 

opportunities to obtain information about Denmark. From 1579, 

English musicians were regularly attached to the Danish court and 

Laurits Pederson writes that four such musicians accompanied the 

Danish ambassador Henrik Ramel on a short trip to London in 
60 

1586. The same year a troupe of five English entertainers, 

two of whom subsequently became members of Shakespeare’s company. 
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visited Elsinore. Furthermore, renowned English lutanists Daniel 

Norcome and John Dowland stayed and performed at the court of 

King Christian IV (of Denmark) as part of cultural exchanges 
61 

between Denmark and England. 

With such details regarding the country gathered from various 

sources, Shakespeare attempts to locate the action of the 

play in Denmark. Although some of the details he presents are not 

historically or geographically accurate, the picture of Denmark 

that Shakespeare has drawn is dramatically convincing. 

Shakespeare’s picture of Denmark emphasizes a Danish court 

which is spiced with Elizabethan political philosophy and 

contemporary English views of Denmark. This setting is, in a 

large part, established through expository details given in 

I.i and it is maintained throughout the drama. 
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D. Chapter Summary 

Chapter . has examined the significance of I.i of Hamlet 

in five main areas; the mood, tone and atmosphere of the play; 

the figure of the Ghost; the characters of Horatio and Fortinbras; 

the dramatic devices of recollection and anticipation; and the 

setting. Each of these areas has implications for the whole drama. 

From the beginning, the atmosphere is one of doubt and uncertainty. 

The Ghost of Hamlet’s father is fundamental in establishing the 

play’s mystery, and its appearance sets the plot in motion. 

Horatio, Hamlet’s closest friend, is the voice of "reason” and his 

comments are important as explanations of what happens in the 

drama. For example, his reference to Fortinbras in the opening 

scene clearly introduces the brash Prince of Norway as a 

character foil to Hamlet. At the same time, the recollection 

of the battle between Hamlet’s father and Old Fortinbras is 

linked with the Ghost’s visitation, which, in turn, anticipates 

the conflict between Hamlet and Claudius. Finally, Shakespeare’s 

rendering of a sophisticated Danish court full of political 

maneuvering and palace intrigue provides a suitable setting 

for the unfolding of the tragedy. 

These five areas collectively function to give shape and 

meaning to I.i of Hamlet. which in turn, again to cite 

Maynard Mack, "implies... and lives... with the life and meaning" 

of the complete drama. 
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Chapter II 

Othello; I.i 

A. Introduction 

Here two figures meet as if in the dark to talk 
scandal and secrets. It is a quiet, mysterious 
beginning: dramatic interest is coiled up, like 
a spring, in their whisperings. 

1 
John Russell Brown 

John Russell Brown’s statement points to the expository 

significance of I.i of Othello. It also invites an investigation 

into the scene’s impact for the rest of the drama. Therefore, like 

Chapter I, this chapter shall identify the expository devices and 

examine what correspondence they establish between I.i and the 

complete drama in Othel1o. 

Both the major and the minor settings of the play shall be 

examined in order to illustrate their expository significance and 

how they account for the play’s popularity in Shakespeare’s time. 

The significance of the expository insets which are either 

directly narrated or hinted at in the scene shall be discussed. 

In addition, lago’s language, which creates an atmosphere of 

bestiality and subversion in I.i leading to the total collapse of 

Othello’s language, manliness and other human qualities later in 
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the play, shall be examined. Further, this chapter shall study 

the exposition of the characters of lago, Roderigo and Brabantio 

in I.i and its implications for the drama. Some recurrent patterns 

and motifs introduced in the scene shall be discussed with a view 

to determining their significance for the general patterns and 

motifs in the tragedy. Finally, the chapter shall focus on how 

Shakespeare in I.i creates an ironic spirit which induces the 

audience to expect the tragic end of the story. 

But first, a critical analysis of I.i shall be provided in 

order to facilitate the reader’s understanding of the method and 

function of exposition in Othello. 
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B • I»1 of Othello: The Expository Petal 1s 

I.i of Othello occurs in a street of Venice. The scene, 

which starts with a conversation between Roderigo and lago, 

introduces with utmost vividness facts that are essential to the 

plot. As soon as Roderigo and lago enter the stage, Roderigo 

complains about lago, and the latter is "seething and incoherent 
2 

with anger at 0the!1o." Almost immediately, lago expresses 

the cause of his fury and the motives for his hatred of the Moor, 

and, thus, sets the plot in motion. 

In his opening speech, Roderigo’s allusion to "this" 

(I.i.3) provides a vague hint about something that has occurred 
3 

and affected him personally. Through lago’s second speech, 

Shakespeare introduces another issue of great dramatic consequence 

in regard to the villain's grievances, and this, in 

turn, awakens curiosity and stimulates the interest of the 

audience in the developing plot. Shakespeare intensifies our 

curiosity even more by not immediately satisfying it. The mystery 

and vagueness of many of the references in this opening exchange 

between lago and Roderigo, help to qualify the scene as occurring 

at night a fact which alerts the audience to the dubious 

motives of lago. 

As the conversation between Roderigo and lago continues, the 

audience is informed that lago hates the Moor: "Thou told'st me, 

thou didst hold him in thy hate" (I.i.7). lago responds: "Despise 

me if I do not" (I.i.8). A fact of great dramatic significance is 
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divulged to the audience. lago then proceeds to put forward 

certain reasons for which he apparently hates the Moor so far 

referred to as "him" (I.i.8). In the speech that follows, 

Shakespeare begins to expose Iago*s character, and indicates that 

the latter's jealousy of Cassio's promotion to lieutenant is at the 

root of his hatred of Othello. 

The opening scene further reveals the fact that Roderigo 

is a rejected suitor of Desdemona and bears hatred to the Moor 

because the latter has succeeded where he had failed. lago's 

final speech in the scene points to the drama of the Cyprus wars 

and Othello's importance to the state of Venice in such wars 

against the Turks. With utmost rapidity, Shakespeare informs the 

audience of the circumstances that lead to the unfolding action 

of the play. 

Like the mutiny and marriage night at Cyprus (Il.iii) and 

the last scenes of the tragedy, Shakespeare introduces the first 

scene at night, and emphasizes its secretive effect by making 

lago and Roderigo whisper to each other. Significant1y, the 

identities of the characters are withheld for the time being. 

Roderigo is not identified until line 56. Othello, the 
4 

protagonist, is mentioned in line 32 as ”his worship” but 

only obliquely. Moreover, no clue is provided concerning "this" 

(I.i.3) and "such a matter" (I.i.5), to which Roderigo and lago 

refer in their initial speeches, until line 167. In order to 

appreciate the dramatic effect of such pointed dialogue, the 

audience is forced to listen with earnest attention. 
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After line 164, the atmosphere of quietness- sudden!y 

changes, giving rise to excitement in the speaker (Brabantio): 

"How didst thou know ’twas she? (0 thou deceivest me / Past 

thought!) What said she to you? Get more tapers, / Raise all my 

kindred,...” (I.i.165-67) The audience recalls lago’s "Do, with 

like timorous accent, and dire yell, / As when, by night and 

negligence the fire / Is spied in populous cities” (I.i.75-77). 

These are provocative remarks that have already introduced a 

rowdy atmosphere in the middle of the scene. Although this 

rowdiness is followed by a moment of relative calm, the 

dramatist’s purpose in the scene is to create an atmosphere of 
5 

"pretended panic” which matches well with the startled 

reaction of Brabantio and his frightening dreams: 

Strike on the tinder, ho! 
Give me a taper, call up all my people: 
This accident is not unlike my dream, 
Belief of it oppresses me already; 
Light I say, light! 

(I.i.140-44) 

The overall impression of the scene is that lago who 

possesses "hellish, destructive, and bestial imagination" is the 
6 

agent of the irresistible power of evil. lago awakens 

Brabantio and convincingly stirs up a violent clash between 

Brabantio and Othello. In this way Shakespeare instills the scene 
7 

with a "preliminary conflict,” full of excitement and 

suspense, which suitably introduces a plot based on intrigue. 
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C . Itnpl 1 cat 1 ons Arising from the Expos 111 on 1 n 1.1 

An examination shall now be made of the implications arising 

from the exposition in I.i. This examination of the expository 

function of I.i (in linking the scene with the complete drama) 

shall be made in terms of the play's settings; the insets; the 

effect of lago's language on the hero and the general atmosphere 

of the tragedy; the characters of lago, Roderigo and Brabantio; 

the recurrent motifs and patterns; and the dramatic irony. 

(i) I«is the settings 

Not only the fact that none of Shakespeare’s tragedies was 

performed so often in his life-time as was Othello, but also the 

many imitations by contemporary dramatists like Philip Massinger, 

Francis Beaumont, John Fletcher and John Ford, indicate that the 

play was a popular one. One reason for the play’s popularity was 
8 

the choice of Venice as its setting. Venice, and its 

dependent territories, was famed throughout Europe in 

Shakespeare’s time as a "free state" where people could safely 

profess any beliefs they wished. Also, Venice was a dukedom that 

fought a continuous battle against the Turks. It was not only the 

fairest, but also the strongest and most active part of Italy and 

possibly of Europe. For the Elizabethans, Venice was looked upon 

not only as a city that represented the dangers of Italy, but 
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also its well known inducements, both aesthetic and otherwise» John 

Russell Brown writes: ”For Shakespeare's contemporaries, however, 

Venice epitomized the dangers of Italy as well as its 

attractions: it was exotic, corrupt, and destructive, as well as 

beautiful and cultured. In his novel The Unfortunate T ravel1e r 

(1594), Thomas Nashe called Italy the 'paradise of the earth,' 

but warned that it taught those who visited its shores the arts 

of atheism, epicurism, whoring, poisoning, and sodomy: 'The only 

probable good thing they have to keep us from utterly condemning 

it is that it maketh a man an excellent courtier, a curious 

carpet knight: which is, by i nterpretation, a fine close lecher, 
9 

a glorious hypocrite.*" 

In 1599, shortly before the first performance of Othel1o, 

John Marston wrote Antonio and Mel 1ida and helped develop a craze 

for plays which were full of intrigue, lust and murder and had 
10 

settings in Italy. Shortly after this, John Webster, Cyril 

Tourneur, John Ford and other young dramatists further developed 

the audience's taste for sensational tragedies set in Italy that 

portrayed princes, cardinals, courtesans, seducers, incestuous 

lovers, fools, depraved intellectuals and murderers as their 

characters . 

In Othello, the exotic setting, combined with the hero's 

alien status, superstitions, royal origins and military prowess, 

his wooing of Desdemona and subsequent elopement, and the tragic 

consequences, created a sensational effect on the contemporary 

audiences. In this play, Shakespeare brings to life the Venetian 

70 



setting, and its other settings as well, by using several 

expository devices. 

To begin with, the play’s Venetian setting is illuminated 

by Shakespeare’s use of the character of Othello, a Moor of royal 

blood, converted to Christianity and Venetian loyalties. More 

interesting is the fact that although the Moor apparently 

commands respect in the Venetian society and is considered by the 

senate of Venice to be one who is able to save the dukedom from 

the Turkish menace, is deeply suspected and feared by 

Brabantio, a Venetian senator, because of his alien origin to 

which the Venetians attributed dangerous magic and lechery. Like 

Brabantio, the Elizabethan audience probably reacted strongly, 

both consciously and unconsciously, to Othello as an alien figure, 

as' they were not free from the suspicions aroused by aliens whose 

so-called pagan origins and religions were believed to be 

associated with dangerous magic and lewdness. Memories of many 

religious icons and pictures in which devils were represented 

with naked black bodies may have further fostered such suspicions 
11 

among the Elizabethans. 

The play’s Venetian setting is further illuminated by the 

reference to the Cyprus wars. Shakespeare seems to have believed 

that Cyprus belonged to Venice and that the government of Venice 

had to defend it, since it was a part of the Christendom, 
12 

constantly being threatened by the Turks. lago’s remark in 

I.i indicates that Shakespeare brings the action of the.play 

closer to the events of 1570-71 in which Nicosia and Famagusta 
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