
polonius speech to laertes in hamlet
polonius speech to laertes in hamlet is one of the most memorable and
insightful moments in Shakespeare's tragedy, Hamlet. This speech, delivered
by Polonius as he advises his son Laertes before his departure to France,
encapsulates key themes of wisdom, caution, and morality that resonate
throughout the play. The speech is renowned for its proverbial style and
practical advice, offering a window into both Polonius's character and
Elizabethan values. Understanding this speech is crucial for grasping the
dynamics between characters and the underlying messages Shakespeare conveys
about conduct and reputation. This article explores the context, content, and
significance of Polonius's speech to Laertes in Hamlet. It also examines the
speech's literary devices and its impact on the unfolding drama. Below is an
overview of the main sections covered in this analysis.

Context of Polonius’s Speech to Laertes

Detailed Analysis of the Speech

Key Themes in Polonius’s Advice

Literary Devices and Style

Impact and Significance within Hamlet

Context of Polonius’s Speech to Laertes

The scene in which Polonius delivers his speech to Laertes occurs in Act 1,
Scene 3 of Hamlet. Laertes is preparing to leave for France, and his father,
Polonius, seizes the opportunity to impart fatherly wisdom. This moment is
significant as it reveals Polonius’s personality — a figure both caring and
controlling. The speech sets the tone for Laertes’s character and foreshadows
the consequences of heedlessness and imprudence that appear later in the
play.

Polonius’s Role as a Father

Polonius is often portrayed as a verbose and somewhat meddlesome courtier.
However, in this speech, his paternal concern is evident. He carefully
selects advice intended to guide Laertes in navigating the complexities of
court life and personal relationships abroad. The speech reflects Polonius’s
desire to instill prudence and honor in his son, emphasizing the importance



of reputation and self-control.

Setting and Timing

The timing of the speech—just before Laertes’s departure—heightens its
importance. It functions as a didactic moment, a teaching opportunity before
Laertes faces the challenges of a foreign land. The setting in Elsinore
Castle, surrounded by political intrigue and tension, underscores the
necessity of cautious behavior and careful judgment.

Detailed Analysis of the Speech

Polonius’s speech to Laertes is structured as a series of maxims and
practical advice. It is often remembered for its opening lines, “Give thy
thoughts no tongue, nor any unproportioned thought his act.” The speech is
notable for its rhythm and use of parallelism, making it memorable and easy
to recall.

Outline of Polonius’s Advice

The advice can be broken down into several key points that Polonius
emphasizes:

Control of Speech: Polonius warns Laertes not to speak recklessly or
reveal all his thoughts.

Selective Friendship: He advises choosing friends wisely and avoiding
superficial relationships.

Financial Prudence: Polonius counsels Laertes to borrow sparingly and
lend even less.

Appearance and Behavior: He emphasizes dressing well but not
extravagantly and behaving in a manner that commands respect.

Self-Respect and Moderation: Polonius encourages moderation in all
things, including drinking and conduct.

Honesty and Integrity: He underscores the value of being true to oneself
and maintaining a good reputation.



Notable Quotations

Several lines from the speech have become proverbial in English literature,
such as:

“To thine own self be true.”

“Give every man thy ear, but few thy voice.”

“Neither a borrower nor a lender be.”

“Costly thy habit as thy purse can buy, but not expressed in fancy.”

These lines succinctly capture the essence of Polonius’s counsel and reflect
the Elizabethan emphasis on decorum and self-awareness.

Key Themes in Polonius’s Advice

The speech encapsulates several enduring themes that are central to Hamlet
and Shakespeare’s broader exploration of human nature and society.

Wisdom and Prudence

Polonius advocates for careful thought before action, emphasizing the
importance of prudence in speech and behavior. This theme is reflective of
the Renaissance ideal of measured conduct and the avoidance of rashness,
which often leads to misfortune in the play.

Reputation and Honor

Maintaining one’s reputation is a primary concern in Polonius’s advice. He
warns Laertes that a good name is invaluable, a concept that resonates
throughout Hamlet, where appearances and social standing often dictate
characters’ fates.

Parental Authority and Control

The speech also highlights the dynamics of parental authority, illustrating



how Polonius seeks to mold Laertes’s character. This theme of control versus
independence is significant in understanding Laertes’s actions later in the
play.

Literary Devices and Style

Polonius’s speech is crafted with a range of literary techniques that enhance
its memorability and impact.

Use of Aphorisms and Proverbs

The speech is a collection of aphorisms—concise statements expressing general
truths. These proverbs give the speech a didactic tone, making it both
instructional and poetic. The use of rhythm and parallel structure aids in
emphasizing key points.

Parallelism and Repetition

Polonius’s speech employs parallelism, balancing phrases such as “Neither a
borrower nor a lender be” to create a harmonious and persuasive rhythm.
Repetition of ideas reinforces the importance of the counsel being offered.

Formal Tone and Syntax

The formal diction and syntax reflect Polonius’s status as a courtier and a
figure of authority. The elevated language lends weight to the advice, making
it sound both wise and solemn.

Impact and Significance within Hamlet

The speech functions on multiple levels within the play. It serves as a
moment of fatherly care but also reveals Polonius’s tendency toward verbosity
and control, traits that contribute to his eventual downfall. Additionally,
the advice foreshadows the dangers of impulsive behavior—particularly
Laertes’s later rash actions.



Foreshadowing Laertes’s Behavior

Though Polonius advises caution and moderation, Laertes’s subsequent
impulsiveness contrasts sharply with this counsel. This contrast heightens
the dramatic tension and highlights the tragic consequences of ignoring
prudent advice.

Reflection of Elizabethan Values

The speech embodies the social and moral values of the Elizabethan era,
emphasizing honor, discretion, and self-control. These values permeate the
play and inform the characters’ motivations and conflicts.

Contribution to Character Development

Polonius’s speech deepens the audience’s understanding of both Polonius and
Laertes. It presents Polonius as a concerned but somewhat pompous father and
introduces Laertes as a young man poised between obedience and independence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of Polonius's speech to
Laertes in Hamlet?
The main purpose of Polonius's speech to Laertes is to offer fatherly advice
and guidance before Laertes leaves for France, emphasizing the importance of
wisdom, self-control, and proper conduct.

Which famous proverb is included in Polonius's
speech to Laertes in Hamlet?
The famous proverb 'To thine own self be true' is included in Polonius's
speech, encouraging Laertes to remain honest and authentic to himself.

How does Polonius advise Laertes to behave in social
situations during his speech?
Polonius advises Laertes to be cautious in speech, avoid quarrels, listen
more than he speaks, and to be friendly but not overly familiar, maintaining
a balanced and respectful social demeanor.



What does Polonius say about spending money in his
speech to Laertes?
Polonius warns Laertes not to be extravagant or wasteful with money, advising
him to manage his finances wisely and avoid unnecessary debts.

How does Polonius suggest Laertes should handle
friendships?
Polonius suggests that Laertes should be discerning about friendships, to
keep old friends but be cautious about new ones, and to avoid both extremes
of being too trusting or too suspicious.

What is the tone of Polonius's speech to Laertes in
Hamlet?
The tone of Polonius's speech is instructive and paternal, blending sincere
concern with a somewhat pedantic and moralizing style.

Why is Polonius's speech to Laertes significant in
the play Hamlet?
The speech is significant because it reveals Polonius's character as a
cautious, controlling father and foreshadows themes of appearance versus
reality and the complexities of human behavior.

How does Polonius's advice reflect Elizabethan
values?
Polonius's advice reflects Elizabethan values such as honor, prudence, self-
discipline, and the importance of reputation and social decorum.

In what ways can Polonius's speech to Laertes be
seen as ironic?
The speech is ironic because while Polonius gives sound and wise advice, he
often fails to follow his own counsel throughout the play, which contributes
to his eventual downfall.

Additional Resources
1. Words of Wisdom: Polonius’s Counsel in Hamlet
This book explores the famous advice Polonius gives to his son Laertes before
he departs for France. It delves into the themes of prudence, honesty, and
discretion, analyzing how these ideals reflect the social and political
context of Shakespeare’s time. The author also examines how this speech



resonates with audiences as practical life guidance beyond the play.

2. Parental Advice and Moral Lessons in Shakespeare’s Hamlet
Focusing on the parental dynamics within Hamlet, this book highlights
Polonius’s speech to Laertes as a pivotal moment of fatherly counsel. It
discusses the tension between genuine care and manipulation in Polonius’s
words, offering insights into Elizabethan family values. The text also
compares this speech to other parental figures in Shakespeare’s works.

3. The Art of Rhetoric in Polonius’s Speech
This study analyzes the rhetorical devices and persuasive strategies employed
by Polonius when addressing Laertes. It breaks down the speech’s structure,
use of maxims, and memorable aphorisms, illustrating Shakespeare’s mastery in
crafting dialogue that is both instructive and character-revealing. The book
is useful for students of literature and rhetoric alike.

4. Fatherhood and Authority in Hamlet: The Case of Polonius
Examining the complex role of Polonius, this book discusses how his speech to
Laertes embodies the conflicts of authority, control, and paternal
responsibility. It investigates how the speech reflects Polonius’s
personality and foreshadows his eventual fate in the play. The author also
explores broader themes of power and obedience in Renaissance families.

5. Maxims and Morality: The Ethics Behind Polonius’s Advice
This work scrutinizes the ethical implications of the advice Polonius gives,
evaluating its moral soundness and practical relevance. It contextualizes the
speech within Renaissance humanist thought and debates about virtue and
behavior. Readers gain a deeper understanding of how Shakespeare weaves
ethical discourse into his characters’ interactions.

6. Shakespeare’s Use of Parental Speech as a Dramatic Device
This book considers how Polonius’s speech functions dramaturgically to
develop character and advance the plot. It discusses the speech’s role in
revealing Polonius’s personality traits, such as pomposity and concern, while
setting up key thematic elements. The analysis extends to how this speech
influences audience perceptions and dramatic tension.

7. Advice Literature in Early Modern England: Polonius’s Speech in Context
Placing Polonius’s counsel within the tradition of early modern advice
literature, this book explores its sources and cultural significance. It
compares Polonius’s maxims with contemporary conduct manuals and explores how
Shakespeare adapted popular wisdom for theatrical effect. The book offers
valuable historical background for understanding the speech’s meaning.

8. Language and Identity in Polonius’s Address to Laertes
This text examines how Polonius’s choice of words and tone constructs his
identity as a father and advisor. It analyzes linguistic features such as
formality, metaphor, and repetition to reveal underlying social attitudes and
character motivations. The book also reflects on how language shapes
relationships in Hamlet.



9. From Speech to Action: The Impact of Polonius’s Advice on Laertes
This study traces the consequences of Polonius’s counsel throughout the play,
focusing on Laertes’s behavior and decisions. It discusses how the advice
influences Laertes’s sense of honor, loyalty, and revenge, contributing to
the unfolding tragedy. The author highlights the interplay between spoken
words and dramatic outcomes in Shakespeare’s narrative.
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