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No author’s works deserve more close evaluation and interpretation 
than those of Shakespeare. Every passage, every line, and nearly every 
word can be interpreted multiple ways. These double meanings can 
function independently from one another, or they can function in 
combination to help Shakespeare convey truths about his characters 
that would be undecipherable through either interpretation alone. In 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the ghost of Hamlet Senior remains on Earth to 
reveal that his brother, Claudius, murdered King Hamlet to steal the 
throne. The ghost demands that Hamlet avenge his father’s murder by 
killing Claudius. When Hamlet departs from his encounter with the 
ghost, he immediately visits Ophelia, a woman Hamlet used to write 
love letters to. Ophelia’s father ordered her to cease communications 
with Hamlet to avoid impropriety in the eyes of society, so the two for-
mer lovers had not spoken for some time. Shakespeare only reveals the 
exchange between Ophelia and Hamlet through Ophelia’s perspective 
as she describes it to her father, Polonius (1.2.76-90). Ophelia’s descrip-
tion of the interaction can be interpreted as either a simple account of 
a loving, comforting exchange or an indication that Ophelia believes 
Hamlet desires her solely for her physical appeal, which reveals Oph-
elia’s uncertainty about the nature of her relationship with Hamlet. 

The interaction between Hamlet and Ophelia could be interpreted 
as affectionate, which indicates that, in response to his upsetting ex-
perience with the ghost of his father, Hamlet seeks out Ophelia for 
her emotional support. The setting is intimate because they’re in her 
“closet” (2.1.76) with no one else present. The fact that Hamlet “comes” 
(2.1.83) to Ophelia’s closet, her territory, reveals that he purposefully 
pursues her companionship. Hamlet’s unruly appearance with “his 
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stockings fouled” (2.1.78) suggests that on his way to Ophelia, Ham-
let pays little attention to the preservation of his material possessions, 
allowing them to remain filthy because his desire to see Ophelia su-
persedes his concern for his belongings. Hamlet is literally and meta-
phorically exposed in Ophelia’s presence because he has “no hat upon 
his head” (2.1.78) and his stockings are “ungartered…and down gyved 
to his ankle” (2.1.79). He has not bothered to make himself appear 
impressive and put together as he would likely strive to do when fac-
ing an acquaintance or an enemy, such as Claudius, suggesting that 
he is willing to be vulnerable in her presence. Furthermore, his “dou-
blet [is] all unbraced” (2.1.77), which literally means that his jacket 
is unbuttoned, but the word “unbraced” also means the opposite of 
preparing (someone or oneself) for something difficult or unpleasant. 
Hamlet does not need to ‘brace’ himself for his encounter with Oph-
elia because he eagerly pursues it and welcomes it as a refuge from 
his troubles. The placement of Ophelia’s only caesura provides added 
support for the interpretation of the previous sentence. The placement 
of the caesura, immediately after Ophelia predicts that Hamlet came 
“to speak of horrors” (2.1.83) and immediately before “he comes be-
fore” (2.1.83) her, suggests that as Hamlet came to see Ophelia, he felt 
rushed, even panicked due to his previous encounter with the ghost of 
his father. But when Hamlet finally reaches Ophelia, he can breathe a 
sigh of relief and take a break, symbolized by the caesura, “—” (2.1.83), 
which is literally a break between words. 

Ophelia’s description of Hamlet as appearing “piteous” (2.1.81) and 
just recently “loosèd out of hell” (2.1.82) suggests that Hamlet is inno-
cent and good in contrast to the satanic forces that antagonize him. A 
sinful person would not be worthy of pity and would remain in hell for 
eternity. Hamlet, in contrast, is “piteous” (2.1.81), and therefore moral-
ly good. The burden of exacting vengeance on behalf of his dead father 
is a “hell[ish]” (2.1.82) situation that Hamlet was temporarily “loosèd 
out of ” (2.1.82) when he left the ghost of his father and came to Oph-
elia. Hamlet suffers in this life as a victim of circumstance, but does not 
deserve to remain in “hell” (2.1.82) for all eternity. Only someone fun-
damentally good could escape from the underworld as Ophelia claims 
Hamlet did. Hamlet’s goodness proves that he does not simply pretend 
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to love Ophelia because a pious man would not purposefully deceive. 
Rather, Hamlet genuinely adores her. He’s even enslaved to Ophelia 
through his deep devotion, as indicated by his “gyve[s]” (2.1.79), or 
prisoner’s chains. To further prove that he sincerely loves Ophelia, she 
“truly..fear[s]” (2.1.85) that Hamlet is “mad” (2.1.84), acting crazy and 
discombobulated, because of her. She recognizes that Hamlet’s love for 
her is so strong that her decision to withhold affection can cause Ham-
let extreme distress. Because Ophelia’s father recently ordered her to 
stay away from Hamlet, she believes her absence may have made him 
so lovesick that he is now “mad for [her] love” (2.1.84). Ophelia would 
only believe she could exert such strong influence over Hamlet if she 
believes that Hamlet truly loves her.

The actual interaction after Ophelia’s initial impression of Hamlet is 
full of tender embraces and stares, which provide more support for 
interpreting their exchange as loving. Hamlet briefly “held” (2.1.86) 
Ophelia and then “falls to such perusal of [her] face/ As a would draw 
it” (2.1.89-90). The idea that Hamlet looks at Ophelia like he wishes to 
“draw” (2.1.90) her face indicates that he shows, just with his eyes, that 
he believes her worthy of immortalization through art. Another mean-
ing of “draw” (2.1.90), to gently pull or guide (someone) in a speci-
fied direction, indicates that Hamlet wishes to pull Ophelia’s face to his 
own for a kiss, yet “long stays he so” (2.1.90), respectfully at “arm[’s]” 
(2.1.87) length, admiring her rather than demanding that she gratify 
his physical desires. 

Polonius asks, “What said he?” (2.1.85) in reference to Hamlet; yet 
Ophelia only describes Hamlet’s physical actions. Therefore, Hamlet 
must not have said anything. Through Hamlet’s choice to refrain from 
“speak[ing] of horrors” (2.1.83) as Ophelia says he appeared to want 
to do upon arrival, he spares Ophelia the pain and suffering of his cir-
cumstances and temporarily abandons his own problems to fully en-
gage in a tender, emotional exchange with Ophelia. Additionally, for 
a man who is always speaking—whether to deceive, as with Claudius, 
or to vent, as with Horatio—his decision to remain silent throughout 
indicates his extreme devotion for her. His choice reveals that his rela-
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tionship with Ophelia fundamentally differs from other relationships. 
When Hamlet is with Ophelia, he doesn’t need to put up his defen-
sive wall of pretending to be mad with his words and doesn’t make the 
situation all about himself by speaking about his own problems. His 
silence represents a shift in focus to just Ophelia.

In contrast to the more literal interpretation of the passage discussed 
previously, Ophelia’s description of her encounter with Hamlet could 
reveal that he recently took her virginity, and she believes he only cares 
about her physical use to him. Ophelia’s initial description of her inter-
action with Hamlet could act as a mirror of a previous instance during 
which Hamlet took Ophelia’s virginity by falsely claiming to love her, 
characterizing their relationship and his interest in her as primarily 
physical. When relaying the interaction to Polonius, Ophelia begins 
by clarifying her condition before Hamlet came. She literally describes 
what she was temporarily doing just before Hamlet came to see her 
most recently, but metaphorically describes her condition before she 
had sex with Hamlet. Therefore, Hamlet entering Ophelia’s “closet” 
(2.1.76) functions as a metaphor for Hamlet taking Ophelia’s virginity. 
She was doing what every good daughter should do, “sewing in [her] 
closet” (2.1.76): a traditional and proper task to occupy a woman’s time. 
By doing a chore commonly associated with conservative femininity, 
“sewing” (2.1.76), she is using her time productively and conforming 
to social norms for women. By naming the specific way she occupied 
her time before Hamlet came, Ophelia establishes that she was not do-
ing anything that would potentially bring dishonor to herself or, more 
importantly, her family. Therefore, her “closet” (2.1.76), before Hamlet 
came, was undefiled and pure, made such by the undertaking executed 
there. The use of the past tense verb “was” (2.1.76) emphasizes that 
she is no longer the ideal daughter. The use of the past tense may seem 
insignificant when the literal encounter that Ophelia tells Polonius 
about occurred in the past. However, she does not use the past tense 
throughout the passage. In contrast, she describes how Hamlet “comes 
before” (2.1.83) her using the present tense. Thus, she used to be pure, 
but Hamlet defiles her so that from now on she cannot be the ideal 
daughter. He interrupts her “sewing” (2.1.76), or life of conformity and 
purity, to introduce disorder and sin. In the passage, the name “Lord 
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Hamlet” (2.1.77) even syntactically separates Ophelia’s initial, peaceful 
state of “sewing in [her] closet” (2.1.76), discussed in the first line of 
the passage, from the allusions to sex and hellish diction, which begin 
in the second half of the next line, line 77. 

Hamlet’s disheveled appearance suggests that Hamlet recently had 
sex with Ophelia. “His doublet” (2.1.77), or close fitted jacket, is “all 
unbraced” (2.1.77), he has “no hat upon his head” (2.1.78), and his 
“stockings” (2.1.78) fall “ungartered” (2.1.79). His semi-clothed state 
brings to mind the appearance of one whom was recently unclothed 
for sex and hastily redressed. This reference is emphasized by the use 
of verbs typically used for dressing preceded by the prefix “un”. This 
choice of syntax emphasizes that the semi-clothed state was achieved 
purposefully through conscious action. Just as a normal man actively 
‘braces’ his jacket and ‘garters’ his stockings each morning, Hamlet 
“unbraced” (2.1.77) his jacket and “ungartered” (2.1.79) his stockings 
immediately before taking Ophelia’s virginity. In Hamlet’s chaotic ap-
pearance, Ophelia sees “gyve[s]” (2.1.79), or prisoner’s chains, because 
his appearance reminds her that she feels trapped and ashamed by the 
loss of her virginity. Just like a prisoner, she’s done something that soci-
ety believes deserves punishment, and she fears that society will even-
tually discover what she’s done. 

Ophelia then moves on from the appearance of Hamlet’s clothing to 
his apparent purpose and emotional state upon arrival. The double 
meanings of “purport” (2.1.81) in the phrase “with a look so piteous 
in purport” (2.1.81) suggest that Hamlet’s apparently loving emotions 
when he convinces Ophelia to sleep with him were only for show. He 
may “look” (2.1.81) like he loves Ophelia, but it is not necessarily genu-
ine. Ophelia uses “purport” (2.1.81) as a noun, so that it means the 
purpose of a person or thing. However, when used as a verb, “purport” 
(2.1.81) means to appear or claim to be or do something, especially 
falsely. The second meaning of “purport” (2.1.81) suggests that Ham-
let’s show of emotion is not real. He just wants Ophelia for his own 
physical pleasure, not for any true emotional connection. Ophelia also 
asserts that Hamlet comes “to speak of horrors” (2.1.83), and then she 
pauses. The caesura indicates that Ophelia’s contemplating what she 
just spoke about, but she is not willing to say what she is thinking to 
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her father. The utmost “horror” (2.1.83) of her own life would be the 
shame that results from sexual indiscretion with Hamlet, and she cer-
tainly wouldn’t be able to share those “horrors” (2.1.83) with her fa-
ther because he would immediately disown and rebuke her. Therefore, 
Ophelia’s caesura suggests, yet again, that Ophelia’s encounter with 
Hamlet causes her to think about the loss of her virginity.

The hellish diction related to Hamlet further confirms that Hamlet in-
troduces irreversible sin into Ophelia’s life for his own physical grati-
fication alone. Hamlet’s presence is the result of his being “loosèd out 
of hell” (2.1.82) for the purpose of “speak[ing] of horrors” (2.1.83) 
to Ophelia. By using hellish diction, Shakespeare likens Hamlet to 
a demon released from hell to spread sin to humans of Earth. Spe-
cifically, he was sent to tempt Ophelia to have sex before marriage, 
which Christianity, the religion of Shakespeare’s culture, prohibits. The 
notion that Hamlet was acting like a demon when he took Ophelia’s 
virginity suggests that his motives were self-centered, and he did not 
care about Ophelia at all because, according to the Bible verse John 
10:10, Satan and his demons come “only to steal and kill and destroy” 
(ESV). By establishing that Hamlet’s motives are the same as a demon’s, 
Shakespeare clarifies that his motives could not possibly be pure or 
even anything less than evil. He knew that having sex with Ophelia 
would disgrace her, but he chose to take her virginity anyway.

When Polonius asks Ophelia if Hamlet was “mad for [her] love” 
(2.1.84), Ophelia responds that she does “not know” (2.1.84) Hamlet’s 
purpose for coming to her. She does not claim to know his motives 
because she suffered the consequences of incorrectly guessing his mo-
tives at least once before when he convinced her to have sex with him. 
She adds that she “truly...fear[s]” (2.1.85) that Hamlet is “mad for [her] 
love” (2.1.84) because she is now afraid of Hamlet’s “love” (2.1.84) and 
the destructive, selfish forms it can take. 

The rest of Hamlet and Ophelia’s exchange is solely physical because, 
for Hamlet, their relationship has always been solely physical. Hamlet 
never says a word to Ophelia, and instead he takes her “by the wrist 
and [holds her] hard” (2.1.86), demonstrating his possessiveness of her 
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body. “Then goes he to the length of all his arm” (2.1.87) to distance 
himself from her and enjoy most effectively the only part of Ophelia 
he actually cares about apart from her vagina—her beautiful face. Af-
ter pushing Ophelia away so that she’s at arm’s length, Hamlet “falls 
to such perusal of [Ophelia’s] face / As a would draw it” (2.1.89-90). 
He only focuses on the physical aspects of their relationship because 
Hamlet doesn’t value his relationship with Ophelia for their emotional 
connection or for her intellect. He doesn’t bother to share his troubles 
with Ophelia because he doesn’t believe she is capable of providing 
wisdom or emotional support that will aid him in managing his dif-
ficult situation. 

Ophelia may view her interaction with Hamlet as a romantic act that 
shows his love for her or as a reminder that Hamlet is only interested in 
her vagina and her face, which reveals Ophelia’s uncertainty about her 
relationship with Hamlet. She can’t convey just one view of their rela-
tionship because she can’t resolve her own mind to one belief. Oph-
elia and Hamlet have a complex relationship because love isn’t always 
simple. Modern movies purport that a girl will know immediately that 
she’s found her true love when she meets him because he’ll be kind, 
take her coat, dance with her in the rain, etc. Shakespeare uses this pas-
sage to suggest that love and relationships aren’t that simple. 

Appendix

Excerpt from Hamlet, Act 2, Scene 1

Ophelia
76  My lord, as I was sewing in my closet,
77  Lord Hamlet, with his doublet all unbraced,
78  No hat upon his head, his stockings fouled,
79  Ugartered, and down-gyved to his ankle,
80  Pale as his shirt, his knees knocking each other,
81  And with a look so piteous in purport
82  As if he had been loosèd out of hell
83  To speak of horrors—he comes before me.
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Polonius
84  Mad for thy love?

Ophelia
      My lord, I do not know,
85  But truly I do fear it.

Polonius
           What said he?

Ophelia
86  He took me by the wrist and held me hard.
87  Then goes he to the length of all his arm,
88  And with his other hand thus o’er his brow
89  He falls to such perusal of my face
90  As a would draw it. Long stayed he so. (2.1.76-90)
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