laertes hamlet character analysis

Laertes Hamlet Character Analysis is essential for understanding the complex
dynamics of Shakespeare's play, "Hamlet." Laertes serves as a foil to the
protagonist, Hamlet, and his character plays a crucial role in highlighting
the themes of revenge, honor, and the consequences of action. This analysis
will delve into Laertes’ character traits, his motivations, and how he
reflects the central themes of the play.

Introduction to Laertes

Laertes is the son of Polonius and the brother of Ophelia, two key figures in
"Hamlet." He is a young man who embodies the qualities of decisiveness and
action, in stark contrast to Hamlet’s introspective nature. Laertes’
character is developed throughout the play, demonstrating a range of emotions
from grief and anger to loyalty and determination.

Character Traits of Laertes

Laertes’ character can be analyzed through various traits that define his
actions and relationships within the play:

1. Impulsiveness

One of Laertes' most prominent characteristics is his impulsiveness. Unlike
Hamlet, who often contemplates and hesitates before taking action, Laertes
tends to act quickly and without extensive deliberation. This trait is
evident in several key moments:

- When Laertes learns of his father Polonius's death, he returns to Denmark
immediately, seeking revenge against the king.

- His willingness to confront Claudius without hesitation showcases his
readiness to act on emotion rather than reason.

2. Loyalty and Familial Duty

Laertes demonstrates a profound sense of loyalty, particularly towards his
family. His actions are driven by a desire to honor his father and protect
his sister, Ophelia. This loyalty can be seen in several instances:

- Laertes warns Ophelia to be cautious in her relationship with Hamlet,



expressing concern for her reputation and wellbeing.
- After Polonius's death, Laertes seeks vengeance, showcasing his commitment
to avenging his father’s murder.

3. Vengefulness

The theme of revenge is central to "Hamlet," and Laertes embodies this theme
through his desire to avenge Polonius's death. His vengeful nature can be
broken down into several components:

- Laertes’ immediate reaction to his father’s death propels him to seek
justice, contrasting Hamlet's more philosophical approach to revenge.

- His alliance with Claudius reveals his willingness to collaborate with the
antagonist to achieve his goals, highlighting the moral ambiguity of revenge.

Laertes as a Foil to Hamlet

Laertes serves as a direct foil to Hamlet, allowing the audience to better
understand Hamlet’s character and motivations. The contrasts between the two
characters can be articulated through the following points:

1. Action vs. Inaction

- Laertes embodies the principle of immediate action. His readiness to avenge
his father without contemplating the moral implications contrasts sharply
with Hamlet's prolonged indecision.

- This contrast emphasizes Hamlet's internal struggles and philosophical
inquiries regarding life, death, and morality.

2. Emotional Response vs. Intellectual Reflection

- Laertes reacts emotionally to the events around him, particularly to the

death of his father and sister. His grief transforms into rage, leading him
to take swift action.

- Hamlet, on the other hand, often engages in deep reflection, questioning

the nature of existence and the implications of revenge.

3. Loyalty to Family vs. Broader Moral Concerns

- Laertes is primarily driven by familial loyalty, often disregarding the
broader moral consequences of his actions. His alliance with Claudius is a



testament to his singular focus on avenging his father.
- Hamlet grapples with moral dilemmas, considering the implications of his
revenge not just for himself, but for the kingdom and his own soul.

Key Relationships

Laertes’ relationships with other characters in the play further illuminate
his character and motivations:

1. Relationship with Ophelia

Laertes’ relationship with his sister Ophelia is marked by concern and
protectiveness. He is paternal towards her and warns her against Hamlet,
believing that Hamlet’s intentions may not be honorable.

- This protectiveness illustrates Laertes' loyalty to family and highlights
the theme of female vulnerability in the play.

- Ophelia’s descent into madness and eventual death deeply affect Laertes,
intensifying his desire for revenge against Hamlet, whom he holds partially
responsible.

2. Relationship with Polonius

Laertes’ relationship with his father, Polonius, is one of respect and
adherence to duty. He values his father's advice, as seen when he is
instructed to return to France for his studies.

- The sudden death of Polonius not only devastates Laertes but also ignites
his quest for vengeance, showcasing the depth of their bond.

- Polonius’s death serves as a catalyst for Laertes' actions, propelling him
into a conflict that ultimately leads to tragic consequences.

3. Relationship with Claudius

Laertes’ alliance with Claudius reflects his desperation for revenge and
willingness to compromise his morals. Claudius manipulates Laertes’ grief,
persuading him to seek vengeance against Hamlet.

- This relationship illustrates the theme of corruption and the ease with
which one can be manipulated by power.

- Laertes becomes a pawn in Claudius’ schemes, ultimately leading to his own
demise, which underscores the tragic consequences of blind loyalty and
revenge.



Laertes' Tragic Arc

Laertes’ character arc culminates in a tragic ending, embodying the
consequences of revenge and impulsivity. His journey can be analyzed through
the following stages:

1. Grief and Rage

Following Polonius's death, Laertes is consumed by grief, which quickly
transforms into a desire for vengeance. This emotional turmoil propels him
into action, illustrating the destructive nature of unchecked emotions.

2. Alliance with Claudius

Laertes’ partnership with Claudius marks a turning point in his character. It
signifies his willingness to sacrifice his moral integrity for the sake of
revenge, showcasing the corrupting influence of power and ambition.

3. The Duel and Realization

In the final act, Laertes confronts Hamlet in a duel, which ultimately leads
to their mutual destruction. During the duel, he realizes the futility of
their revenge and the tragic consequences of their actions.

- His dying words reflect a moment of clarity, as he seeks to reconcile with
Hamlet and reveals Claudius's treachery, emphasizing the theme of redemption
even in death.

Conclusion

Laertes’ character serves as a crucial component of "Hamlet," illustrating
the themes of revenge, loyalty, and the moral complexities of action. As a
foil to Hamlet, Laertes highlights the protagonist's internal struggles and
philosophical dilemmas, enriching the play’s exploration of human emotion and
morality. Through his impulsiveness and unwavering commitment to family,
Laertes embodies the tragic consequences of revenge-driven actions,
ultimately leading to his demise. His character arc is a poignant reminder of
the destructive nature of vengeance and the intricacies of human
relationships within the chaos of life and death.



Frequently Asked Questions

What motivates Laertes in Shakespeare's 'Hamlet'?

Laertes is primarily motivated by a desire for honor and revenge. After the
death of his father, Polonius, and the madness of his sister, Ophelia, he
seeks to avenge their wrongs, contrasting Hamlet's more introspective
approach to revenge.

How does Laertes' character contrast with Hamlet's?

Laertes is impulsive and action-oriented, in stark contrast to Hamlet's
tendency to overthink and hesitate. While Hamlet contemplates the moral
implications of revenge, Laertes acts swiftly in seeking vengeance for his
father's death.

What role does Laertes play in the theme of revenge
in 'Hamlet'?

Laertes embodies the theme of revenge as he takes immediate action against
Claudius for his father's murder. His readiness to fight contrasts with
Hamlet's philosophical struggle, highlighting different responses to grief
and loss.

How does Laertes' relationship with Ophelia affect
his character development?

Laertes’ protective relationship with Ophelia reveals his caring nature and
adds depth to his character. Her madness and subsequent death propel him
toward a path of vengeance, intensifying his motivations and emotional
turmoil.

In what ways does Laertes serve as a foil to Hamlet?

Laertes serves as a foil to Hamlet by demonstrating a straightforward
approach to action and revenge. While Hamlet is introspective and
philosophical, Laertes represents a more direct and passionate response to
familial duty and loss.

What is the significance of Laertes' duel with
Hamlet?

The duel between Laertes and Hamlet serves as a climactic moment in the play,
symbolizing the culmination of their respective quests for revenge. It also
highlights themes of fate, honor, and the tragic consequences of their
actions.



How does Laertes' character evolve throughout the
play?

Laertes evolves from a protective brother to a vengeful figure, ultimately
experiencing a moment of clarity and reconciliation with Hamlet before their
deaths. His journey reflects the destructive nature of revenge and the tragic
impact of familial loyalty.
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