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In William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the opening scene of Act 2 is pivotal in understanding
the evolving character dynamics, especially those of Polonius. Polonius, the Lord
Chamberlain, initially appears confident in his understanding of King Claudius’s intentions
and the nature of Hamlet’s madness. However, as the scene unfolds, he experiences a
significant shift in perspective. This change reflects broader themes of deception,
misjudgment, and the complexity of human motives within the play. In this article, we will
explore exactly what Polonius changes his mind about in the opening scene of Act 2 and
analyze why this change occurs, considering the context, character development, and
thematic implications.

Polonius’s Initial Assumptions at the Scene’s
Beginning

His Confidence in Hamlet’'s Madness

At the start of Act 2, Polonius is convinced that Hamlet’s strange behavior is due to love-
induced melancholy, specifically love for Ophelia. He has observed Hamlet’s odd actions
and believes he has identified the cause. His initial assumptions include:

- Hamlet’s madness stems from unrequited love for Ophelia.

- Ophelia’s rejection of Hamlet has contributed significantly to his mental state.

- His own understanding of the situation is accurate and sufficient to diagnose Hamlet’s
condition.

Polonius’s Role in the Court and His Authority

Polonius perceives himself as an insightful and authoritative figure capable of diagnosing
complex psychological issues. His confidence in his judgments often leads him to be overly
presumptive about others’ motives.



The Scene’s Developments Leading to Polonius’s
Change of Mind

The Arrival of Reynaldo and Ophelia

The scene begins with Reynaldo, Polonius’s servant, being sent to spy on Laertes in Paris,
showcasing Polonius’s tendency to monitor and control those around him. Soon after,
Ophelia reports Hamlet’s odd behavior, which Polonius quickly interprets.

Polonius’s Interactions with Ophelia

Polonius questions Ophelia about Hamlet’s behavior and her relationship with him. His
initial belief is reinforced—Hamlet is mad because of love for Ophelia. He interprets
Hamlet’s actions as signs of love’s torment, which aligns with his previous assumptions.

The Encounter with the King and Queen

Polonius then reports to King Claudius and Queen Gertrude about Hamlet’s behavior and
his theory that love is the cause. This exchange further solidifies his initial belief.

The Moment of Change: Polonius’s Shift in
Perspective

Observation of Hamlet’s Interaction with the Players

The turning point occurs when Polonius arranges for the players to perform a play that
mirrors the suspected cause of Hamlet’s madness. He hopes to observe Hamlet’s reaction
to confirm his theory.

- When Hamlet interacts with the players and then confronts the actors, Polonius observes
Hamlet’s behavior during the performance.

- Hamlet’s strange mannerisms and the way he seems to be testing the play’s lines cause
Polonius to reconsider his initial assumptions.



Hamlet’s “To Be or Not to Be” Speech

Although not directly related to the scene’s opening, Hamlet’s subsequent soliloquy
indicates internal conflict and complexity that challenge simplistic interpretations.
Polonius, witnessing Hamlet’s behavior, begins to doubt whether love alone explains
Hamlet’s madness.

Polonius’s Eavesdropping and Misinterpretation

Polonius’s decision to spy on Hamlet’s conversation with his mother, Gertrude, marks a
critical shift. He begins to see that Hamlet’s behavior might not be solely due to love:

- The realization that Hamlet’s actions are more complex and possibly driven by deeper

psychological issues.
- The suspicion that there might be political or personal motives behind Hamlet’s madness.

Why Does Polonius Change His Mind?

Underlying Reasons for the Change

Several factors contribute to Polonius’s shift in understanding:

1. Evidence from Hamlet’s Behavior: Hamlet’s interactions with the players and his erratic
conduct suggest underlying psychological turmoil rather than just love-induced
melancholy.

2. Observations of Hamlet’s Speech and Actions: Hamlet’s cryptic speech and the way he
tests the play’s lines indicate a mind troubled beyond mere romantic frustration.

3. Circumstantial Evidence: The play within a play and Hamlet’s reactions to it provide
tangible clues that challenge Polonius’s initial assumptions.

Polonius’s Overconfidence and Flawed Judgment

Polonius’s change also highlights the play’s broader critique of authority figures who
overestimate their understanding. His initial certainty proves to be misguided,
demonstrating that appearances can be deceptive.



Impact of External Influences

The political intrigue and manipulations in the Danish court influence Polonius’s
perceptions. His desire to control and manipulate situations leads him to interpret
evidence in a way that supports his preconceived notions.

Implications of Polonius’s Change of Mind

For His Character Arc

Polonius’s shift from confidence to doubt marks a significant moment in his character
development. It underscores his tendency to jump to conclusions and his lack of true
insight, which ultimately leads to tragic consequences.

For the Play’s Thematic Development

This change emphasizes themes of perception versus reality, the complexity of human
motives, and the dangers of misjudgment. It illustrates how appearances can be
misleading and how overconfidence can cloud judgment.

For the Overall Plot Progression

Polonius’s realization propels the plot forward, leading to:

- His continued meddling in Hamlet’s affairs.
- The eventual discovery of Hamlet’s true state.
- The chain of events culminating in tragedy.

Conclusion

In the opening scene of Act 2 of Hamlet, Polonius undergoes a notable change in his
understanding of Hamlet’s madness. Initially convinced that love is the sole cause, he
begins to entertain the possibility that Hamlet’s behavior is more complex and perhaps
rooted in deeper psychological or political issues. This shift occurs as a result of Hamlet’s
interactions with the players, his cryptic speech, and the evidence Polonius observes
during his espionage attempts. Ultimately, this change highlights the play’s exploration of



perception, misjudgment, and the tragic consequences of overconfidence. Polonius’s
evolving perspective not only advances the plot but also enriches the thematic fabric of
the tragedy, illustrating the peril of jumping to conclusions and the limitations of human
understanding.

Meta description: Discover what Polonius changes his mind about in the opening scene of
Act 2 in Hamlet and explore why this shift occurs. Understand the character development
and thematic implications of Polonius’s evolving perceptions.

Frequently Asked Questions

What initial belief does Polonius hold about Hamlet's
madness in Act 2's opening scene?

Polonius initially believes that Hamlet's madness is caused by his love for Ophelia and that
it can be cured through a simple conversation or observation.

How does Polonius's perception of Hamlet's behavior
change during the scene?

Polonius shifts from thinking Hamlet's madness is love-related to suspecting that it is
caused by some other underlying issue, possibly political or mental instability.

What specific event prompts Polonius to change his
opinion about Hamlet's condition?

Polonius observes Hamlet's erratic and unpredictable behavior during his interactions
with Ophelia, leading him to reconsider his initial assessment.

Why does Polonius decide to inform King Claudius
about his new theory regarding Hamlet?

Polonius believes that revealing his findings will help the king understand Hamlet's
strange behavior and possibly suggest a course of action.

What does Polonius now suspect about Hamlet's
madness after the scene?

He suspects that Hamlet's madness may be due to internal emotional turmoil or possibly a
deeper psychological issue, rather than just love-sickness.



How does Polonius's change of opinion reflect his
character's tendency to jump to conclusions?

It demonstrates Polonius's impulsiveness and eagerness to find quick explanations,
leading him to quickly change his assessment without thorough investigation.

In what way does Polonius's changing mind impact his
subsequent actions in the play?

His new suspicion prompts him to spy on Hamlet and Ophelia, which ultimately leads to
misunderstandings and complications in the plot.

Why is Polonius's change of mind significant for the
development of the scene and the play?

It highlights his manipulative and scheming nature, and sets the stage for the unfolding
misunderstandings that drive the tragic consequences of the play.

Additional Resources
Polonius’ Changing Mind in Act 2’s Opening Scene: An In-Depth Analysis

Introduction: The Complexity of Polonius’
Character

In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Polonius stands out as a quintessential courtier—crafty,
verbose, and often contradictory. His role as the king’s chief counselor and a father to
Ophelia and Laertes positions him as a figure whose decisions and beliefs are pivotal yet
frequently shifting. The opening scene of Act 2 exemplifies this fluidity, where Polonius
exhibits a significant change in his perception and approach. Understanding this shift
offers valuable insights into his character, the play’s themes, and the political tensions
simmering beneath the surface.

Setting the Stage: The Context of Act 2’s Opening
Scene

Before delving into Polonius’ change of heart, it’s essential to grasp the scene’s context.
The scene begins with Reynaldo, Polonius’ servant, sent to spy on Laertes in Paris.



Meanwhile, Polonius himself engages in a conversation with the king and queen,
discussing reports about Hamlet’s odd behavior and Ophelia’s interactions with him.

This scene is integral as it reveals Polonius’ ongoing efforts to safeguard his family’s
reputation and the state’s stability. His actions and words reflect a man deeply concerned
with appearances and the internal politics of Denmark, which sets the stage for his
evolving attitude toward the unfolding events.

What Does Polonius Change His Mind About?

1. His Perception of Hamlet’s Madness

Initially, Polonius exhibits a certain skepticism regarding the true cause of Hamlet’s
supposed madness. At the scene’s outset, he discusses Hamlet’s odd behavior with the
king and queen, suggesting that it might be caused by love, specifically Ophelia’s
rejection.

Initial Belief:
Polonius believes Hamlet’s madness is primarily due to his love for Ophelia, whom he
advises her to distance herself from Hamlet to observe if the prince’s condition improves.

Change in Mind:

However, as the scene progresses, Polonius begins to entertain the possibility that
Hamlet’s madness might be driven by something more profound—perhaps political or
psychological. This is evident when he considers other causes, such as a “disease of the
mind” that might be incurable or rooted in deeper psychological issues, rather than solely
romantic rejection.

Why This Change Occurs:

The shift arises from his observations and the reports he receives. Polonius’ analytical
mind leads him to consider alternative explanations after witnessing Hamlet’s
unpredictable and erratic behavior, which doesn’t entirely align with love-induced
madness. His experience with court intrigues and political machinations makes him wary
of oversimplified explanations, prompting a more nuanced view.

2. His Approach to Ophelia’s Role in Hamlet’s Behavior

Initial Stance:

Polonius initially advocates for Ophelia to cease her interactions with Hamlet, believing
her to be the cause of his distress. He advises her to “refrain” and to “fear” Hamlet’s
advances, demonstrating a protective yet controlling attitude rooted in traditional gender



roles and social decorum.

Change in Mind:

Later in the scene, Polonius begins to question whether Ophelia’s actions are truly
responsible or if they are being manipulated or misunderstood. He considers that perhaps
Hamlet’s affection and behavior are beyond Ophelia’s control, or that other factors are at

play.

Why This Change Occurs:

Polonius’ initial assumption is based on a superficial understanding of love and social
behavior. As he observes Hamlet’s behavior more closely and considers the broader
political environment, he becomes increasingly skeptical of his earlier conclusions. This
shift reflects a recognition that human behavior is complex and often resistant to simple
explanations.

3. His Belief in the Effectiveness of Spying and
Deception

Initial Belief:

Polonius is a firm believer in espionage and deception as effective tools for uncovering
truths. His character is characterized by his verbose advice on “keeping close” and
“spying” on others to maintain control and authority.

Change in Mind:

In this scene, Polonius begins to see the limitations of deception. His plan to use Ophelia
as bait to observe Hamlet’s reactions might be effective temporarily, but he recognizes
that such tactics may not yield genuine understanding and could lead to unintended
consequences.

Why This Change Occurs:
Polonius’ experience with manipulation and intrigue in court makes him aware that
deception can be double-edged. His realization that spying might not provide definitive

answers reflects a more cautious approach and perhaps foreshadows the tragic outcomes
that result from such schemes.

Reasons Behind Polonius’ Change of Mind

1. His Observation of Hamlet’s Behavior

Polonius’ shift is largely driven by his keen observations. Hamlet’s behavior is increasingly



erratic, unpredictable, and difficult to interpret through conventional wisdom. Polonius’
analytical nature compels him to reconsider his initial assumptions, recognizing the
complexity of Hamlet’s mental state.

2. Political and Social Pressures

The court is rife with suspicion, espionage, and political maneuvering. Polonius’ changing
opinions are influenced by the volatile environment, where perceptions can shift rapidly.
His desire to maintain stability prompts him to reevaluate his earlier judgments
continually.

3. Personal Ambition and Reputation

Polonius is deeply concerned with his reputation and the perception of his wisdom. His
willingness to adapt his views allows him to maintain a position of influence. Changing his
mind helps him appear prudent and thoughtful, even if it stems from uncertainty.

4. The Play’s Thematic Exploration of Appearance vs.
Reality

Shakespeare frequently explores the discrepancy between appearances and reality.
Polonius’ changing opinions symbolize this theme, emphasizing that human perceptions
are often flawed or incomplete. His shifting beliefs mirror the broader uncertainty that
permeates the play.

Implications of Polonius’ Change of Mind

1. Foreshadowing Tragic Outcomes

Polonius’ indecisiveness and constant reassessment contribute to the play’s tragic
trajectory. His inability to discern truth from deception leads to miscalculations, ultimately
resulting in his death at Hamlet’s hands.

2. Reflecting the Play’s Central Themes

His evolving perceptions highlight the play’s exploration of madness, deception, and the
ambiguity of human motives. Polonius’ change underscores the idea that understanding



human nature is complex and often elusive.

3. Character Development and Irony

Polonius’ change of mind adds layers to his character, making him a figure of comic
absurdity yet tragic vulnerability. The irony lies in his persistent self-assurance despite
evidence that he often misreads situations, culminating in his downfall.

Conclusion: The Significance of Polonius’
Evolving Perspective

Polonius’ change of mind in the opening scene of Act 2 is more than a simple plot device;
it encapsulates the intricate web of perceptions, misjudgments, and political intrigue that
define Hamlet. His shifting beliefs about Hamlet’s madness, Ophelia’s role, and the utility
of deception reflect his complex personality—an amalgamation of wisdom, folly, and
ambition.

Understanding this change enriches our interpretation of the play, revealing how personal
biases and external pressures influence crucial decisions. It also serves as a cautionary
tale about the dangers of superficial judgment and the unpredictable nature of human
behavior. Shakespeare masterfully uses Polonius’ evolving perspective to underscore
central themes that resonate through the tragedy, making him an essential, if often comic,
figure in the play’s enduring legacy.

In essence, Polonius’ mind is a mirror to the play’s broader exploration of appearance
versus reality, illustrating that even the most seasoned courtier can be misled by his own
assumptions—an enduring lesson in the complexity of human nature.
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