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 Lesson notes
A theme is a main idea of a piece of literature, a poem, a 
short story, a play or a novel. It is universal.
• The ideas contained in the theme will apply to 

different people in different parts of the world, at 
different times. A theme must have relevance to 
different people coming from different countries or 
cultures. This is what makes a piece of literature 
universal – it applies to all people.

• A short piece, like a poem or short story, will 
probably have only one theme, whereas a longer 
piece of writing, like a novel or a play, will have 
more than one theme. 

• You cannot argue that there are a set number of 
themes for any piece of literature. As you read or 
watch a play, a number of issues will strike you as 
important, and these will be the themes.

• Themes can intertwine and one theme can be 
related to another.

Themes emerge from:
• plot – what key issues are raised in the story?
• characters – how do they behave? What do they 

say? Are they genuine?
• language – what images are used? What is 

symbolic? What ideas are often referred to?

Here is an example of how a theme can be determined in 
the play Hamlet
Consider the plot of 
the play. 

The King of Denmark is murdered by his 
brother, Claudius, who then marries the 
dead King’s wife and becomes King himself. 
The ghost of the dead King tells his son, 
Hamlet, what has happened. After some 
time, Hamlet kills Claudius.

Consider the main 
issues dealt with in 
the plot.

The main issues appear to be murder and 
revenge, but these are not really themes 
– they are undeveloped ideas. 

Ask yourself “what 
is Shakespeare 
saying about these 
main issues”.

He is saying that murder is evil and that 
people will find a way to get revenge.

Write a sentence to 
describe the theme.

The play, Hamlet, suggests that murder 
is evil and leads to guilt in the mind of the 
murderer. (Notice that we have expressed 
the theme in a way that could apply to any 
society – not just to Danish royalty!)

Themes �n Hamlet
This lesson is designed to help you overcome any difficulties you might have in discussing theme. Once you 
understand exactly what theme is and how to look for it in works of literature, you will be able to apply what you learn in 
this lesson to any set-work that you might be studying.

 Lesson Outcomes
By the end of this lesson, you should be able to:
• define the term, theme
• find the theme of an extract from a Shakespearean 

play

 Curr�culum L�nks
LO 2: Read�ng and V�ew�ng
demonstrate various reading and viewing strategies for 
comprehension and appreciation
• scan texts for supporting details
• read/view according to purpose and task (linked to 

task)
• reread, review and revise to promote understanding

?  TASK
Read the following line from Hamlet, Act I scene 
V, line 90. Hamlet has just seen his father’s 
ghost, although he has not yet spoken to him. 
Hamlet says: “Something is rotten in the state of 
Denmark”.
Which theme do you think is explored here? 
a. Denmark is evil because a murder has been 

committed there
b. The ghost is about to tell Hamlet that he was 

murdered
c. Supernatural events are a sign of corruption 

in the state
d. Ghosts are evil because they walk at night
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