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At the outset of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, the characters Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio are
engaged in a clandestine vigil on the battlements of Elsinore Castle. Their initial actions and
dialogues provide critical insights into the play’s themes of uncertainty, political tension, and
supernatural intrigue. Through examining their behaviors and interactions, we can infer their
motivations, states of mind, and the broader context of the Danish kingdom’s unrest. This article
explores what these characters are doing at the beginning of Hamlet, the significance of their
actions, and what we can infer about their roles and the play’s initial mood.

Setting the Scene: The Opening Scene of Hamlet

Shakespeare’s Hamlet begins with a tense and mysterious atmosphere. The play opens with
Bernardo and Marcellus standing guard on the castle’s battlements, accompanied by Horatio, who
has been summoned to witness a significant event. Their primary activity is to observe and interpret
the unusual phenomena occurring on the castle’s ramparts — specifically, the appearance of a
ghostly figure resembling the late King Hamlet.

What Are Bernardo, Marcellus, And Horatio Doing?

Bernardo and Marcellus are on watch, tasked with guarding the castle and keeping a lookout for any
unusual activity during the night. Their role is both practical and symbolic: they serve as the first
line of defense against external threats and as witnesses to the supernatural events that foreshadow
the play’s tragic unfolding.

Horatio, a scholar and friend of Prince Hamlet, is initially skeptical about the ghost’s existence but is
persuaded to stay and observe after Bernardo and Marcellus describe their previous encounters.
Horatio’s presence reflects a desire for rationality and understanding amidst the chaos and
uncertainty that permeate the opening scene.

Their actions include:

- Standing guard on the castle ramparts during the late hours of the night.
- Discussing recent political disturbances within Denmark, including rumors of war and unrest.
- Observing the castle surroundings for any unusual or supernatural phenomena.
- Engaging in dialogue about the ghostly appearances, attempting to interpret their significance.
- Waiting patiently for the ghost to appear, aware that their vigil may be prolonged.



Significance of Their Actions and Behaviors

The actions of Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio serve multiple purposes within the narrative
framework of Hamlet. Their vigil sets the tone for the play, emphasizing themes of uncertainty, the
supernatural, and political instability.

Guarding the Castle: A Symbol of Political and Personal
Vigilance

Their role as guards symbolizes the broader state of alertness required by the Danish court. The
castle, a seat of power, is depicted as a place where treachery and supernatural occurrences
threaten stability. By standing watch, the characters embody the need for vigilance amid potential
danger.

Witnessing the Ghost: Foreshadowing and Supernatural
Significance

The appearance of the ghost is a pivotal event. Bernardo and Marcellus’s decision to summon
Horatio demonstrates their recognition of the ghost’s importance. Their actions suggest a concern
that the supernatural may be a warning or an omen, hinting at future tragedy.

Inference: Their willingness to involve Horatio indicates their belief that understanding the ghost
could be crucial to uncovering truths about Denmark’s political and spiritual state.

Dialogue and Interaction: Revealing Character and Setting

The characters’ exchanges provide insights into their personalities and the play’s mood:

- Bernardo is pragmatic and cautious, emphasizing the importance of their watch.
- Marcellus displays concern about the ghost’s potential danger.
- Horatio embodies skepticism but also curiosity and rationality.

Their conversations reveal a tension between fear, curiosity, and skepticism, encapsulating the
play’s overarching themes of uncertainty and doubt.

Inferences About Their States of Mind and the Play’s
Themes

The initial actions of Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio allow us to infer several key aspects about
their characters and the broader themes of Hamlet.



Fear and Supernatural Beliefs

Their vigilance and reactions demonstrate a mixture of fear and reverence toward the supernatural.
The ghost’s appearance unsettles them, indicating that belief in ghosts and omens was culturally
significant, and that such phenomena carried weight in their worldview.

Inference: Their actions reflect societal anxieties about the supernatural, which Shakespeare uses to
explore themes of madness, death, and the afterlife.

Political Instability and Suspicion

The characters mention recent political disturbances and rumors of invasion or unrest. Their
cautiousness and the ghost’s appearance serve as metaphors for the instability within Denmark,
hinting at underlying tensions.

Inference: Their vigil underscores the fragile state of the Danish kingdom, foreshadowing the
political intrigue and betrayal that drive the plot.

Rationality Versus Superstition

Horatio’s skepticism contrasted with Bernardo and Marcellus’s belief in the ghost highlights a
tension between rational thought and superstition.

Inference: This dichotomy reflects overarching themes in Hamlet, where characters grapple with
doubt, appearance versus reality, and the challenge of discerning truth amid uncertainty.

The Broader Context and Literary Significance

The opening actions of these characters are foundational to the play’s narrative and thematic
development.

Establishing Mood and Atmosphere

Their vigil creates an ominous mood, establishing a sense of foreboding that permeates the play. The
ghost’s appearance signals that something is amiss in Denmark, setting the stage for the tragic
events to unfold.

Introducing Key Themes

- Supernatural and the Unknown: The ghost’s presence signifies the influence of the supernatural



and the mysteries beyond human understanding.
- Political and Personal Unrest: The concerns voiced during their watch reflect the unstable political
climate.
- Doubt and Certainty: The characters’ differing beliefs emphasize the play’s exploration of truth,
perception, and reality.

Conclusion: What Can We Infer About Their Actions?

In summary, Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio are engaged in a midnight vigil on the castle
battlements, observing and interpreting supernatural phenomena with a mix of caution, skepticism,
and curiosity. Their actions are driven by a desire to protect the castle, understand the ghostly
visitation, and assess the state of Denmark’s political stability.

Inferences include:

- They are cautious and vigilant, aware of potential danger.
- Their reactions indicate a society grappling with supernatural beliefs and political uncertainty.
- Their decision to involve Horatio reflects the importance placed on rational inquiry and the pursuit
of truth.
- Their initial behavior sets the tone for the play’s exploration of doubt, appearance versus reality,
and the unseen forces influencing human affairs.

These actions at the beginning of Hamlet serve as a microcosm of the larger themes and tensions
within the play, illustrating how characters respond to the unknown and the threatening forces they
face. Their vigil is not just a practical duty but a symbolic act that foreshadows the tragic unraveling
of Denmark’s stability and the complex moral questions that Hamlet himself will confront.

Understanding their initial actions enhances our appreciation of Hamlet’s rich thematic layers and
Shakespeare’s masterful use of setting and character to evoke suspense and philosophical inquiry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio doing at the
beginning of the play?
They are standing guard at the castle, watching for any signs of danger or the returning of King
Hamlet's ghost.

Why are Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio on guard at the
start of the play?
They are on guard to protect the castle and to monitor for any supernatural activity or threats to
Denmark.



What can we infer about Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio's
roles based on their initial actions?
They are trusted guards and close observers, likely concerned about national security and the
supernatural events unfolding.

How does the initial scene establish the play's mood and
themes?
Their vigilant guarding creates a tone of tension and foreboding, highlighting themes of uncertainty,
the supernatural, and political unrest.

What is the significance of Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio's
conversation at the beginning?
Their discussion reveals their awareness of the ghost and sets the stage for the unfolding mystery
and the play's exploration of revenge and mortality.

What inference can be made about the characters'
relationships based on their actions at the start?
They seem to share a sense of camaraderie and concern, working together to monitor threats,
indicating a bond of loyalty and shared responsibility.

Additional Resources
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The opening scene of William Shakespeare’s Hamlet introduces us to three key
characters—Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio—whose actions and dialogues set the tone for the
entire play. Their initial activities and interactions are not merely casual; they serve as a strategic
device that foreshadows the unfolding drama, reveals important themes, and hints at the political
and supernatural tensions lurking beneath the surface of Elsinore. In this article, we will explore
what Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio are doing at the beginning of the play, analyze their roles,
and make an informed inference about the significance of their actions.

---

Initial Actions of Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio

At the start of Hamlet, the scene is set during a cold winter night at Elsinore Castle, Denmark. The
three characters are engaged in a restless watch, reflecting the tense and uncertain atmosphere of
the state. Their activities are primarily concerned with guarding the castle and observing unusual
phenomena, notably the appearance of the ghost.



Bernardo and Marcellus: The Guarding Duty

Bernardo and Marcellus serve as sentinels, tasked with standing guard at the castle walls. Their
primary focus is to stay alert for any disturbances, especially given the recent political unrest and
rumors of Danish vulnerability. Their actions include:

- Standing Watch: They are on duty, patrolling the castle grounds, which signifies their role in
maintaining security.
- Observing the Night Sky and Environment: Their dialogue indicates careful attention to their
surroundings, which emphasizes their vigilance.
- Reporting Unusual Sightings: Their initial conversation revolves around the strange appearance of
the ghost, which they have seen before and are now eager to witness again.

Pros of their activities:

- Establish an atmosphere of suspense and foreboding.
- Highlight the importance of loyalty and duty in maintaining order.
- Foreshadow the supernatural element central to the play.

Cons:

- Their vigil can be seen as uneventful or repetitive, possibly slowing the narrative pace.
- Relying on supernatural sightings might distract from political or personal themes initially.

Horatio: The Scholar and Skeptic

Horatio, a scholar and friend of Prince Hamlet, is introduced later in the scene as a rational
observer. His actions include:

- Joining the Watch: He arrives to witness the ghost, showing his interest and concern.
- Expressing Skepticism: Horatio questions the reality of the apparition, reflecting his scientific
mindset.
- Engaging in Dialogue: He discusses the significance of the ghost and its possible implications,
displaying his role as an informed and thoughtful character.

Pros of Horatio's involvement:

- Adds intellectual depth to the scene.
- Serves as a voice of reason amid supernatural fears.
- Foreshadows his later role as an advisor and confidant.

Cons:

- His skepticism might undermine the supernatural elements for some viewers.
- His focus on rationality may contrast sharply with the play’s darker themes of corruption and
revenge.

---



Analysis of Their Activities and Interactions

The actions of Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio are carefully orchestrated to serve multiple
narrative and thematic functions:

- Establishing a Supernatural Theme: Their focus on the ghost hints at the play's exploration of the
supernatural, guilt, and the unknown.
- Depicting Political Tension: The watch signifies unrest and potential danger within the Danish
court.
- Introducing Key Characters: Their interactions lay the groundwork for the characters’
personalities—Bernardo and Marcellus as loyal guards, Horatio as the rational scholar.

Features of their activities:

- Suspense and Foreshadowing: The ghost’s appearance signals forthcoming chaos.
- Symbolism of Vigilance: Their watch symbolizes the need for watchfulness in both political and
moral spheres.
- Contrasting Perspectives: The pragmatic guards versus the skeptical scholar showcase different
approaches to understanding the supernatural.

---

Making an Inference About Their Initial Actions

From their initial activities, several inferences can be made about the broader themes of Hamlet and
the characters’ roles within the play:

- Foreshadowing of Conflict: The ghost’s appearance suggests impending upheaval, which aligns
with the political intrigue and personal revenge that dominate the play.
- Themes of Uncertainty and Doubt: The vigil, combined with Horatio’s skepticism, reflects the
uncertainty that pervades Elsinore—about loyalty, truth, and morality.
- Symbolic of Denmark’s State: Their watch can be seen as a metaphor for Denmark’s fragile
stability, constantly guarded against chaos and invasion.

In particular, their activities suggest:

- A prelude to the chaos that will unfold, emphasizing that vigilance alone is insufficient.
- The importance of perception—what is seen, believed, and interpreted—playing a crucial role in the
unfolding drama.
- The interconnectedness of supernatural elements with political and personal themes, as their
observation of the ghost is an omen for the larger conflicts to come.

---



Conclusion

In summary, Bernardo, Marcellus, and Horatio are engaged in watchful vigilance at the beginning of
Hamlet, serving as both literal guards and symbolic figures. Their actions—standing guard,
observing the supernatural, and debating its significance—set the stage for the play’s exploration of
uncertainty, morality, and political intrigue. Their activities highlight the themes of loyalty,
suspicion, and the supernatural’s influence on human affairs. The initial scene underscores the
importance of perception and the thin line between reality and illusion, foreshadowing the tragic
events that will unfold as characters grapple with truth, deception, and revenge. Their early actions,
therefore, are not just about guarding a castle; they are about guarding the threshold of chaos and
understanding the deeper layers of Denmark’s troubled state.
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