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Hamlet Soliloquies and Speeches: The Undiscovered Country 
 
Shakespeare’s language is incredibly rich. As we read Hamlet, we are trying to discern multiple 
levels of meaning. One the one hand, there is of course the denotative meaning, the “gist” of the 
passage; this is what you might come up with if you were to paraphrase the lines and interpret 
them strictly in terms of plot. But Shakespeare’s text is also rich in connotative meaning; the 
diction and imagery Shakespeare utilizes often hold the keys to understanding the intricacies of 
meaning. Comparing passages and the connections that diction and imagery (often repeated) 
create between them is also extremely fruitful. By really reading closely we can formulate 
interpretations that, while firmly grounded in the text, ‘push the envelope’ beyond a basic 
comprehension of plot and broad themes. Shakespeare is after all a poet, and if we approach his 
verse as we would any other poem the rewards will be so much richer. 
 
Here’s an example of a reading that arrives at a basic, denotative meaning: 
Hamlet calls himself “pigeon livered” due to his inaction (2.2.604). He reasons that were he not 
a coward, he would have “fatted all the region kites with this slave’s offal” (2.2.605-606). Here, 
Hamlet is chastising himself for his cowardice concerning the murder of Claudius. Despite his 
inaction, his hatred for Claudius is emphasized by the image of Hamlet feeding Claudius’ body 
to the birds of prey. 
 
Here’s an analysis of the same passage that begins to explore connotative meaning: 
Hamlet calls himself “pigeon-livered” due to his inaction (2.2.604). He reasons that were he not 
a coward, he would have “fatted all the region kites with this slave’s offal” (2.2.605-606). By 
referencing these two types of birds, Shakespeare sets up a contrast between what Hamlet sees 
himself to be – a cowardly “pigeon”, unable to affect an outcome – and what he might, and 
possibly wishes to become – a bird of prey. The word “offal” reinforces the notion of the 
ruthless, bloody murderer, and serves as a contrast to the humanistic, intellectual side of Hamlet 
that would reject the base, “satyr” in human nature. It is this latter half of man that could view 
another human being as refuse of a butchered animal (“offal”). In another sense, the passage also 
reincorporates and refashions the metaphor of Hamlet as slave that opened the passage. The 
image of Hamlet offering the corpse of Claudius to the bird of prey (the ghost, the devil?) in a 
kind of sacrifice corrects the image of the errant and unreliable “rogue” slave who failed to carry 
through with its masters bidding, and replaces it with Claudius who is now identified as the 
“slave”. 
 
Did Shakespeare intend to convey all this in those little lines, you ask? We can’t know, and it 
doesn’t really matter. As long as our interpretations do not conflict with the work as a whole and 
in fact provide insight to meaning, then we are following the path of literary scholarship. (Most 
contemporary scholars dismiss authorial intention as a rather passé mode of interpretation). 
Language contains meaning on many levels, some of which neither author nor casual reader (or 
audience member) are conscious of; yet such ‘unconscious’ meanings influence our 
understanding of the text. Deconstruction and Psychoanalysis are but two schools of literary 
criticism that are informed by this approach.  
 
Is this a definitive reading of the passage? No – this might not even be “right”; but if it stands up 
to scrutiny and makes sense of the text, then it is useful.          (OVER >) 
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In a typed response of 1.5 - 2 pages summarize the subject of the speech and the speaker’s 
attitude toward it. Then discuss how elements such as images, figurative language, diction 
(word choice), and syntax (sentence structure, punctuation) contribute to meaning.  Please 
also note any connections to themes, motifs, ideas that have already surfaced in the play. 
 
2.2.577-634 “O. what a rouge and peasant slave am I!” 
 

 
Hints for 2.2.577-634:  

• Interrogate the opening line – Why does Hamlet call himself a slave? Slave to whom, or what? 
What if he is a rogue slave? What’s the connotation? Is there a connection to free will, choice? 

• Look at the “whore” simile? Why would Hamlet liken himself to a whore? Who else might be 
considered to be a whore in this play? How might Hamlet be considered like them here?  

• Consider how the discussion of the power and impotence of speech and words; who ‘says’ 
something here (2x), and when (2x)? To whom? (2x)? What words produce an effect (action) 
within the context of this soliloquy, and what words are associated with inaction? What 
accounts for the difference? What does this suggest about words in relation to “big” question? 
If you have read Eliot’s “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” you might also relate this to 
Prufrock’s question. What’s the relationship between language and action (effect on others) in 
the case of the player? In Hamlet’s case? 

• Look at the kinds of birds referenced in this passage. What does effect does this implicit 
comparison – the juxtaposition of bird types – have? 

• Consider the possible irony of Hamlets resolution to set the “mousetrap” to ‘test’ the veracity of 
the Ghost’s claims – What stance is he taking here? What system of thought does it suggest? 
Does this contrast with his stance when he compares himself to the Player in any way? Is there 
any tension between reason and faith here? 

 


