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Revenge is a central theme in William Shakespeare’s play, Hamlet, and it drives much of the action

and character motivations throughout the play. The protagonist, Prince Hamlet, is consumed by a

desire for vengeance against his uncle, King Claudius, who has murdered Hamlet’s father, the

previous king. However, as the play unfolds, the pursuit of revenge leads to tragic consequences for

Hamlet and those around him. This essay will explore the theme of revenge in Hamlet, examining

how it drives the characters and shapes the narrative, and ultimately leads to the downfall of the main

characters.

The Urge for Revenge

From the very beginning of the play, the theme of revenge is established as a driving force behind the

actions of the characters. The ghost of King Hamlet appears to his son, Prince Hamlet, and reveals

that he was murdered by his brother, Claudius, who has now taken the throne and married Hamlet’s

mother, Gertrude. This revelation sparks a deep desire for revenge within Hamlet, as he feels duty-

bound to avenge his father’s death and restore justice to the kingdom.

The theme of revenge is further emphasized through the character of Laertes, who seeks vengeance

for the death of his father, Polonius, and his sister, Ophelia. Laertes’ desire for revenge mirrors

Hamlet’s, as both characters are driven by a sense of duty and honor to avenge the wrongs done to

their families. This parallel between the two characters highlights the pervasive nature of revenge in

the play and its destructive consequences.



The Pursuit of Revenge

As the play progresses, both Hamlet and Laertes take active steps to pursue their respective acts of

revenge. Hamlet devises a plan to confirm Claudius’s guilt and seeks to enact his revenge, while

Laertes conspires with Claudius to bring about Hamlet’s downfall. The pursuit of revenge consumes

both characters, leading them to make impulsive and irrational decisions that ultimately result in

tragedy.

Hamlet’s obsession with revenge leads him to feign madness, which has a profound impact on his

relationships with those around him. His treatment of Ophelia, in particular, becomes increasingly

cruel and erratic as he becomes more consumed by his desire for revenge. This behavior ultimately

contributes to Ophelia’s descent into madness and eventual death, highlighting the destructive effects

of revenge on both the avenger and those around them.

The Consequences of Revenge

The pursuit of revenge ultimately leads to the downfall of Hamlet and those around him. Hamlet’s

single-minded focus on avenging his father’s death blinds him to the consequences of his actions,

leading to the deaths of Polonius, Ophelia, Laertes, and Gertrude. Likewise, Laertes’ blind pursuit of

revenge results in his own death, as well as the deaths of Hamlet and Claudius. These tragic

outcomes serve as a stark warning about the destructive nature of revenge and its ability to consume

and destroy those who seek it.

The theme of revenge in Hamlet serves as a cautionary tale about the dangers of letting vengeance

consume one’s thoughts and actions. The play highlights the destructive consequences of revenge,

as well as the toll it takes on the individual and those around them. Through the tragic outcomes of

the characters’ pursuit of revenge, Shakespeare conveys a powerful message about the futility and

destructiveness of seeking vengeance.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the theme of revenge in Hamlet is a central and pervasive element that drives much of

the action and character motivations throughout the play. The pursuit of revenge consumes the main

characters, leading to impulsive and destructive actions that ultimately result in tragedy. Through the

downfall of the characters who seek revenge, Shakespeare conveys a powerful message about the
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futility and destructiveness of vengeance. The theme of revenge in Hamlet serves as a cautionary tale

about the dangers of letting vengeance consume one’s thoughts and actions, and the tragic

consequences that can result from it.
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