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THE LUNATIC, THE LOVER, AND THE POET
by Myrlin A. Hermes

Discussion Questions

NOTE: It may be helpful for discussion to have a copy of Shakespeare's Sonnets and an
annotated edition of Hamlet available for reference.

1. The majority of Shakespeare's love sonnets were written to a beautiful young man he
called the "master-mistress of my passion," known to us only as "Mr. W.H." The young
man's identity and the exact nature of their relationship remains ambiguous. Why do
you think the author chose to re-frame the story of the sonnets within the relationship
of Hamlet and Horatio rather than writing a historical novel about Shakespeare and the
"real" Mr. W.H.? How are lines or images from Shakespeare's sonnets incorporated into
the narrative of the novel? Do you agree with the author's interpretation of the sonnets?
Why or why not?

2. Lady Adriane says that what she wants from Prince Hamlet is what everyone wants: "To
play him and be played by him. To take away some piece of him immortal and my own."
John Updike, Margaret Atwood, and Salman Rushdie are just a few of the authors who
have written fiction based on or inspired by Shakespeare's Hamlet. Why do you think
this play in particular is such an attractive subject for literary re-visioning?

3. Many people find that they can recognize lines or images from Hamlet even if they have
never seen or read the play. Does the fact that it is so well-known render it something of
a "blank canvas" for the author's own ideas? What were your impressions of the
character of Prince Hamlet before reading this book? Were they influenced by a
particular actor or production? Has reading this book changed your opinion or
impression of Hamlet? Of Horatio? Of other characters in the play?

4. Controversial director Charles Marowitz believed his role was to "restore the
ambiguity" of Shakespeare's work to a viewing audience that came to the theatre with
certain fixed expectations about the play they were going to see. How can the author's
role in a novel such as this be compared to that of the modern Shakespearean director?
Could this novel be considered as a non-theatrical "production” of the play? Why or
why not?

5. Horatio, a Latin scholar, often dissects words into their literal root meanings, such as
"carried across" for translation and "without wax" for sincere. How are these translated
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phrases used in the narrative? Do they carry multiple meanings? How is this similar to
the way the author uses or inverts famous Shakespearean quotes, such as "To be or not
to be, that is the question" or "Shall I compare thee to a summer's day?" Do these quotes
"ghost" the text of the novel the way Latin does to Horatio's thoughts? What other
"ghosts" --- linguistic and otherwise --- appear in this book?

Hamlet's "madness" is presented as a hallucinatory premonition of the tragic events of
Shakespeare's play. How does the author use the reader's knowledge of the "original”
text to reinforce or subvert certain expectations? Did this book remind you of any other
"intertextual” novels, such as Gregory Macguire's Wicked (based on the Oz books) or
Jean Rhys's Wide Sargasso Sea (prequel to Jane Eyre)? What do you think is the
purpose of such works? Can they be read as a creative form of literary criticism? How
do these stories compare or relate to the "fan fiction" written about characters from
movies or television shows?

Lady Adriane first appears in the book hidden behind her beekeeper's veil, and is often
described as being obscured by shadows or smoke. What does this indicate
symbolically about her character? Is it important to her relationship with Horatio that
he can never fully "see" her? How are mirrors and reflection used throughout the novel
to obscure or reveal truths about the characters? In which ways does Adriane represent
the modern reader of Shakespeare's poetry? Does the "correct” interpretation belong to
the reader, or the writer? What does it signify that her husband, the baron, is illiterate?
Are there different ways in which the characters read --- or misread --- one another?

Chapters set in Elsinore reveal surprising truths about Hamlet's parentage and family.
Did these revelations show the events in Shakespeare's Hamlet in a different light?
What is Elsinore like without Prince Hamlet? How did these scenes illuminate or
provide a counterpoint to the main plot of the novel?

The "wooden 0" was a term Shakespeare used for The Globe Theatre, and, more
broadly, the world. Why in chapter 21 does the author call Ophelia Hamlet's "wooden
0"? Why do you think Ophelia herself appears so little, though she is discussed by
Polonius and Laertes as well as Hamlet and Horatio? What does she symbolize to each
of these men?

What role do Rosencrantz and Guildenstern play in the book? Are we expected to
believe everything they tell us about Hamlet? Do they represent different types of
Shakespearean audiences or critics? Are they more or less sympathetic in The Lunatic,
the Lover, and the Poet than in the original play? If you have read or seen the

play Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead, how do you think Tom Stoppard's use of
the pair compares to the author's approach here?

In chapter 12, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern discuss the identity of Hamlet's new
admirer "Will Shake-spear," making reference to several famous candidates ---
Marlowe, Bacon, DeVere --- who have at various times been rumored to be the "real"
author of Shakespeare's plays. What do you think the novel is saying about these
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alternative authorship theories? What is the significance of the revelation that there is
no "real" Will Shake-spear? What role does the "rival poet" play?

In chapter 8, Hamlet paraphrases a quote attributed to Queen Elizabeth I: "We princes
are set on stages, in sight and view of all the world duly observed." Who are the
"princes" set on stages in our time? Do Hamlet's antics (either in The Lunatic, the
Lover, and the Poet or Shakespeare's original play) resemble at all the tabloid exploits
of today's celebrities? Who do you think is a contemporary "Prince Hamlet" character?
A contemporary "Dark Lady"? What other Shakespearean characters can you think of
with parallels in the modern world?



