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Act: Three Scene: Three 
Character: Hamlet 

 

Now might I do it pat, now he is a-praying,  

And now I'll do't – and so he goes to heaven, 

And so am I revenged. That would be scanned.  

A villain kills my father, and for that, 

I his sole son, do this same villain send  

To heaven. 

Why, this is hire and salary, not revenge. 

A took my father grossly, full of bread,  

With all his crimes broad blown, as flush as May, 

And how his audit stands who knows save heaven?  

But in our circumstance and course of thought 

'Tis heavy with him. And am I then revenged 

To take him in the purging of his soul,  

When he is fit and seasoned for his passage?  

No.  

Up sword, and know thou a more horrid hent, 

When he is drunk asleep, or in his rage,  

Or in th’incestuous pleasure of his bed, 

At game a-swearing, or about some act  

That has no relish of salvation in't –   

Then trip him that his heels may kick at heaven, 

And that his soul may be as damned and black  

As hell whereto it goes. My mother stays.  

This physic but prolongs thy sickly days.
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Hamlet Notes and Activities created by the RSC 
Act: Three Scene: Three 
Character: Hamlet 
 
 
About the speech 
Hamlet is a story of murder and revenge. Old King Hamlet of Denmark has been murdered by his brother, Claudius, 
and the young Prince Hamlet attempts to avenge his father’s death. Many things happen along the way – Hamlet 
breaks off his relationship with his girlfriend, he fights with his mother, his step-father attempts to have him killed, 
and Hamlet kills the Lord Chamberlain by mistake. Yet Hamlet continuously hesitates to do what he has promised 
his father’s ghost: kill Claudius.   
 
At the time of this speech his mother, upset by her son’s strange behaviour, calls for Hamlet to come to see her in 
her bedroom. On the way he sees the new King, his uncle, praying. Now is his chance to kill his father’s murderer. 
Still he doesn’t do it. In this speech he explains in detail why not: if he kills King Claudius while praying he will 
“send/To heaven” and Hamlet’s father will be “not revenge”.  He must wait for a time when his uncle is behaving 
sinfully, “when he is drunk asleep, or in his rage”, therefore ensuring that his uncle’s soul will “be as damned and 
black/as hell, whereto it goes”. Hamlet’s uncertainty once again stops him from taking action. 
 
 
How actors work 
During rehearsals, directors and actors often investigate the background of the play and character they are bringing 
to life. Shakespeare often highlights events happening in Elizabethan England through the language, characters and 
plots of his plays. Understanding the context in which these plays were written will help you make interesting 
choices about how to perform a particular speech. Actors also connect the character they are playing with their own 
experiences and the world around them.  
 
Hamlet decides not to kill the King while he is praying. Find out about Elizabethan attitudes to preparing for death. Is 
there a good reason for Hamlet to hold back from killing his uncle because he is praying – will that send him to 
heaven?  
 
 
Performance Suggestions 
Actors and directors will look to the text to provide them with clues about the character’s state of mind. The rhythm 
of this speech is very uneven (lots of commas and full stops). Why do you think that might be? There are two very 
short lines as well, a normal line being ten syllables long. A short line means there is a pause in place of the missing 
words.  
 
Why could Hamlet be pausing so much during this speech? What does that tell you about his frame of mind? 
 
A common rehearsal room discussion is about when in the speech Hamlet makes up his mind not to kill his uncle. 
Try saying the speech as if Hamlet: 
 

• is determined to kill his uncle until the very last moment 
• knows from the start he won’t kill Claudius 
• is truly undecided throughout the speech, even at the end 

 
Hamlet decides not to kill the King while he is praying. Is there good reason for Hamlet to hold back from killing his 
uncle because he is praying?  
 
Take a look at the language of the speech and try mixing these different choices to see which ones work best for 
specific moments.  


