Foils in Hamlet 

"What a piece of work is a man!" (II, 2, 305). In his statement Prince Hamlet, in his role as the star character in William Shakespeare's Hamlet, acknowledges the complexity of man; as "infinite in faculties. . . express and admirable. . . like an angel [or] like a god. . . and yet. . . [a] quintessence of dust" (II, 2, 307) is man described. Shakespeare emphasizes the observation by casting Hamlet as "a man," exposing his strengths and weaknesses through the contrast provided by Fortinbras, Laertes and Horatio, as foils to the tragic hero. 

At his first appearance, young Fortinbras is shown to be inferior to Hamlet; being "of unimproved metal, hot and full" (I, 1, 96) unreasonably "[sharking] up a list of landless resolutes" (I, 1, 98), he is in sharp contrast to the "sweet and commendable" (I, 2, 87) Hamlet introduced in the next scene. As the play develops, however, Hamlet's weakness are highlighted as Fortinbras works to earn his name, "which seems to symbolize the strong arm of the soldier" (xxvii). 

Fortinbras' uncomplicated, simple-minded determination towards final revenge of this father's death contrasts with Hamlet's intermittent efforts towards the same goal. The Norwegian's first appearance in the play, which does not occur until act IV, scene 4, is conveniently placed as Hamlet is on another of his "lows." Fortinbras' triumphant and majestic entry into Denmark evidences his ability to plan and act, circumventing obstacles in his plan as they arise, which contrasts with Hamlet's inability to do the same. Hamlet condemns himself and exposes one of his weaknesses -- his inability to act when required or possible -- by questioning "Why yet [he] live[s] to say 'this thing's to do,' / Sith [he] [has] cause, and will, and strength, and means / To do't" (IV, 4, 44): why does he continually acknowledge he must act, and yet fail to do so? Fortinbras' leadership of the Norwegian army further weakens Hamlet in the eyes of the reader, as he is unable to lead himself to bring his plan to fruition. 

The differing plans of action (or inaction) adopted by Fortinbras and Laertes, though leading to the same goal, also serve to emphasize Hamlet's strengths and weaknesses. Of the three, Fortinbras is the most successful: he plans "to recover. . . by strong of hand. . . those lands / So by his father lost" (I, 1, 102), acts by "[sharking] up a list of landless resolutes" (I, 1, 98) and raising an army, is "suppress[ed]. . . [and] Receives rebuke from [old] Norway" (II, 2, 61), replans with his "three thousand crowns in annual fee / And his commission to employ [the] soldiers" (II, 2, 73), "march[es] over [the Danish] kingdom" (IV, 4, 3) and finally succeeds to "embrace [his] fortune" (V, 2, 378). Hamlet, however, is easily distracted by his emotions: his intent to "set [the injustice of his father's murder] right" (II, 1, 188) weakens gradually as he is subjected to the "[loss of] all [his] mirth" (II, 2, 298) during the two months from the visitation of the ghost until he finally acts with his "Mouse-trap" (III, 2, 235) "wherein [he] catch[es] the conscience of the king" (II, 2, 607). The sudden injection of mirth and his slump into another low as he "speak[s] daggers to [Gertrude]" (III, 3, 389) cause further delay in Hamlet's "plan." The sorrow Hamlet experiences at Ophelia's death negates the reanimation of his purpose upon the sight of Fortinbras' approaching army, and it is only when Hamlet is drunken with a combination of anger, hatred and betrayal that his revenge is finally achieved. Adding to the delay is Hamlet's unexplainable tendency to overanalyse, perhaps a characteristic of importance use in certain cases, but in this situation dependent on a primal need for vengeance rather than rational thought, it acts as a retardant. Indeed, it is only when Hamlet is out of character that he finally succeeds in his mission. 

Laertes' course of action emphasizes this tragic flaw. By contrast, Laertes does little thinking of his own; towards the end of the play, his constant action gives him the upper hand in his quest for revenge. Laertes acts without forethought: "Let come what comes," he cries, "only I'll be revenged / Most thoroughly for my father" (IV, 5, 138). His surrender to Claudius' conniving plot and becoming nothing more than a puppet in the king's game, however, highlights one of Hamlet's strengths: he is not easily influenced by those around him. While the actions of others may incite and emotional response which blunts his purpose, all others "cannot play upon [him]" (III, 2, 366). 

All others, that is, except for Horatio. Hamlet's trusted friend, his simple obedience at the opening of the play spotlights Hamlet's ability to lead; their exchange of questions and answers regarding the ghost exposes Hamlet's intelligence and analytical mind. However, as Hamlet descends into his feigned madness and falls victim to his powerful emotions, Horatio serves primarily to emphasize Hamlet's weaknesses. As Hamlet's antic disposition becomes increasingly real, Horatio is his only anchor to reality, as a "man that is not passion's slave" (III, 2, 74). Being "e'en as just a man / As e'er [Hamlet's] conversation cop'd withal" (III, 2, 56), Hamlet relies increasingly on Horatio, depending on him to confirm Hamlet's observations of the king during the play scene, clouded by thoughts of revenge and conflicting feelings of anger, hatred and uncertainty. Horatio serves as Hamlet's sober second thought when Hamlet can no longer care for himself: he urges Hamlet to be cautious with the ghost at their first meeting, and tries to persuade him to withdraw from the deadly duel in the final scene. The scholar's strong code of honour and ethics, which pushes him to commit suicide at Hamlet's death, contrasts with Hamlet's lack of morals, sending his old acquaintances Rosencrantz and Guildenstern to their deaths in England and mercilessly "wringing [his mother's] heart" (III, 4, 35) during the closet scene. 

By exposing and emphasizing Hamlet's many strengths and weaknesses as they appear throughout the play, Fortinbras, Laertes and Horatio act as foils to the tragic hero. Although they assist in the understanding of Hamlet, they do not completely dissect the inner workings of the main character, thus testifying to the complexity of an individual. Indeed, what a piece of work is a man! 
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