[bookmark: _GoBack]How far do you agree that crime is not presented in an objective way in Act 1, Scene 5?
1 – Hell and punishment for mortal sins
2 – The crimes of murder & treachery
3 – Sex as a crime?
4 – The idea of one individual being ‘destined’ / ‘appointed’ to deliver justice for crime
Your response must contain: 1) a clear argument; 2) logical and interesting interpretations of the text; 3) analysis of language, form & structure features; and 4) contextual points (where relevant). 

Act 1 Scene 5 is a pivotal moment in ‘Hamlet’; it effectively seals the fate of the title character and establishing his role as an avenger (albeit a reluctant one). The ghost takes Hamlet aside and delivers the revelation that his uncle, Claudius, killed his father in order to seize the throne and marry Gertrude.  Thus Claudius has committed regicide, which would have been regarded at the time as the ultimate crime – and a mortal sin under the Divine Right doctrine, which specified that monarchs were appointed by and answerable only to God. For this reason, the crime could hardly be presented in an objective way by Shakespeare – unless he relished a potential charge of treason. The turbulence of the political scene in the Tudor era – which saw the nation swing between Catholic and Protestant rule and half-siblings Mary and Elizabeth I vie for the crown – would hardly lend itself to anything other than a one-sided view of this particular crime. Shakespeare wrote the play late in the reign of Elizabeth I, a time of relative stability. However, the fact that the childless queen was nearing the end of her life signalled a potential return to chaos and bloodshed to rival contemporary views of Hell itself: something that must have struck fear into the hearts of many.
[bookmark: 1.5.181]The character of Claudius is portrayed as both assassin and seducer – a double crime for which the ghost demands revenge. However, instead of awaiting divine retribution, the spectre demands that Hamlet acts as an earthly Nemesis. In many ways, Hamlet is an unlikely choice – as demonstrated by his reactions to the ghost’s revelations. His interjections in Act 1 Scene 5 are uncharacteristically brief. He cries: “O God!” and “O my prophetic soul!” – sounding more like an awe-struck church congregation member than an agent of justice. His reaction is all the more curious since, from the start of the play, he hints that he suspects foul play. Indeed, as Horatio points out when Hamlet speaks of treachery: “There needs no ghost, my lord, come from the grave to tell us this.” Yet the ghost’s confirmation of murder clearly leaves Hamlet’s mind in turmoil; his deranged comments in the following scene, when the spirit demands that his friends swear an oath of silence, foreshadow his later descent into apparent madness and despair: “Well said, old mole! canst work i’ the earth so fast?”
As might be expected by one already dwelling in some form of purgatory, the ghost’s speeches are full of imagery that conjures up visions of hell and damnation. From the start of the scene, he says the time has “almost come, when I to sulphurous and tormenting flames must render up myself”. This rather conventional view of the afterlife for sinners would doubtless have struck a chord with contemporary audiences, for whom such warnings would have been a regular feature of sermons. The fact that the ghost, too, is enduring punishment is a fascinating feature of this scene and expounds the view of original sin – that all humans are born into guilt as a result of the Fall from Eden. This notion is reinforced by the ghost’s description of Claudius as “the serpent that did sting thy father’s life”, inferring that the villain is the devil himself in snake form, as in the Biblical tale of Adam and Eve. The ghost’s most strenuous complaint, however, appears to be that he was killed suddenly, without the chance to repent his own sins: “No reckoning made, but sent to my account with all my imperfections on my head: O horrible! O horrible! most horrible!” Claudius has not only killed a king, but has compounded this mortal sin by condemning his soul to “fast in fires, till the foul crimes done in my days of nature are burnt and purged away”.  The repetition of the imagery of hellfire seems designed to rouse Hamlet (and contemporary audiences) to religious indignation. Only those who die in a state of grace are assured of a place in Heaven – as audiences of Shakespeare’s time would have been fully aware.
The sin of lust (one of the Seven Deadly Sins) appears to be at the heart of the intrigue, according to the ghost, who blames “that incestuous, that adulterate beast…won to his shameful lust the will of my most seeming queen”. The highly emotive adjectives seem designed to enflame Hamlet’s fury even further; his uncle has seduced his own mother, using his “wicked wit and gifts, that have the power so to seduce”. According to the ghost, Gertrude could not fail to be won over by such an evil, scheming tempter. Hamlet’s mother is portrayed – like Eve, perhaps – as falling prey to an irresistible “serpent” whose smooth tongue (and we can only guess what his “gifts” might be) lured her into his bed. The ghost orders Hamlet not to blame her: “Against thy mother aught: leave her to heaven.” However, his advice is almost immediately disregarded by his son, who fumes: “O most pernicious woman!” His subsequent exchanges with Gertrude hardly demonstrate an understanding of her situation (as a woman and a widow, her options would have been extremely limited in the society of the time). It seems appropriate that her death is an accidental by-product of the blood feud between Hamlet and Claudius. Her sin is to fall prey to lust which “though to a radiant angel link’d, will sate itself in a celestial bed”. 
Hamlet may be chosen as a tool of revenge by the ghost of his father, but his long procrastination has an inevitably tragic outcome. His sensitive character makes him an unsuitable figure for such a role, as he admits himself: “Conscience doth make cowards of us all.” The crime of “murder most foul” demands punishment, according to the ghost and according to society today, but Hamlet’s long-dreamed-up plot ends in multiple deaths…including his own. As a killer himself by the end of the play, perhaps he too must pay the price of sin.
