
AP Literature and Composition 

Hamnotes Format 

 

Reading Shakespeare may seem like a daunting task for some of us. In order to facilitate 

this amazing Hamlet experience, we will be creating and presenting Hamnotes to delve 

into the play’s literary elements. Please note details by line numbers where applicable. 

 

A) Title each entry with page # and the act and scene number in Arabic numerals.  

 

B) Characters present, setting and conflicts established.  Brief description of 

depiction of these characters based on their actions and speech and especially how 

others perceive him or her.  Explain how you came to these judgments. 

C) Figurative language, diction- words used that appeal to our senses? Metaphor 

(synecdoche and metonymy), simile, personification? Allusions- Biblical, 

mythological, literary, etc.…How and why are they used? 

 

D) Imagery? Well-chosen words? How does this language contribute to 

characterization, mood, tone and themes?  Motifs-  Refer back to your PowerPoint 

notes-  Weather?  Animals?  Blood? Disease?  The heavens?  Just to name a 

few…  Why? 

 

   

E) Syntax-  Who is doing most of the speaking?  What do the lines look like?  

Punctuation?  Interesting twist and turns?  Why so? 

 

Hamnotes Sample 

 

A) Act 1, Scene 1, lines 1-43.  pgs. 983- 987 

 

B) Characters, setting(s) and conflicts:  This is the beginning of the exposition where 

characters, conflicts and setting are established. Barnardo and Marcellus are 

guards- Francisco is a soldier-  they are cold, exhausted, bored, frightened, and 

frustrated.  Horatio is the well-educated, rational, amiable, and apparently 

skeptical friend of Hamlet’s- who has come to catch of glimpse of this so-called 

ghost that has been skulking about the battlement of the castle.  Why are there 

guards on duty-  is this typical or is there an enemy out there? The ghost, who 

eerily resembles Hamlet’s dead father, is another character here evoking fear and 

an air of mystery as it appears suddenly and silently.  Ghosts were a Senecan 

tragedy convention-  ghost comes back to exact revenge. They are also often 

associated with unrest, hell, evil.  Religious and philosophical implications 

established.  The fog, skittishness of the sentinels, and the fact that it is midnight 

contribute to the exposition’s crepuscular mood.  Could fog be associated with 

corruption or at least an appearance vs. reality question?  Obscurity? A mystery is 

established-  why is this ghost here, and is it really the ghost of Hamlet’s father?  

If not, what devilish mischief is afoot?  If so, how did the late king die?  Why is 

he here now? Who is charge now?   

 

 



 

C) Imagery, Figurative Language,  Diction, Motifs:  

 

a. “Friend” (12), “liegemen” (14), “rivals” (12)- as well as “long live the 

king” (3) and the mention of the “Dane” (13) suggests even at this early 

stage and through the mouths of the minor characters – mere “watchmen” 

-  that the issue of loyalty to country, family and friends may come up?  

Sometimes the guards, nurses, and servants even if they don’t realize it, 

have a particular insight that those involved in the central action may not?  

b. “thing” (20), “dreaded sight” (24)-  ominous-  supernatural, evil? sin?  

c. “fantasy” or imagination, (22),  “apparition” ( 27)and mention of “eyes” 

(28) and “sight” (24)  lend themselves to obscurity and mystery- secrecy-  

eyes are window to the soul, but can eyes be deceived?  Blindness often 

leads to insight? 

d. “assail” (30) and fortified (31)  suggest a martial motif-  battles may 

occur-  our senses may be forced to cooperate? 

e. Barnardo’s description of the position of the North Star last night suggests 

that the heavens and celestial order may play a part in the play. 

f. “sick”  in reference to the heart in line 8 may mean more than sadness or 

discomfort? 

 

D) Allusion:  N/A here 

 

E) Syntax: 

 

a. Questions in line 1, 4, 9, 13, 16, 21, 20, 42- eight in the span of 43  lines 

suggests a murky ominous setting, a mystery to unfold, ignorance?  

b. The guards seem to feel relaxed around Horatio. Horatio is friendly, even 

collegial with them- despite their status gap.  Marcellus uses “Thou” to 

Horatio which is informal address of second person-(41).  Marcellus 

addresses Horatio’s superior status  in line 39. Horatio assumes a position 

of equality with the guards- sit “we” down (33).  “Tush, tush” in line 29 

shows Horatio is skeptical, yet reassuring. He does not dismiss or belittle 

them for their fears. 

c. Imperatives- lines 2, 13, 39, 41- are they compensating for their fear- 

characterizes dis-ease, on edge. 

d. Barnardo’s lines 35-38 are reminiscent of a classic ghost story-the build 

up to this point seems like his story  will be the drivel of an overactive 

imagination. Seriousness established by Marcellus’s interruption in line 

39.  

e. Tone change for Horatio in line 43-  his admission acknowledges previous 

claims, lends credibility to their story, and he now exudes solemnity.  

Horatio had taken a supporting role to the guards thus far.  

 

 


