Nature Imagery in Shakespeare's Hamlet
Learning Objectives:  Understanding the significance of plant imagery in Hamlet as it relates to overall themes.
Thesis/Key Ideas:
In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, plant and garden imagery have a great correlation to key thematic content throughout the play.  The corrupted state of Denmark, the country in which the entire play takes place, is expressed through plant imagery when Marcellus says "Something is rotten in the state of Denmark" (I.iv.90).  This use of imagery successfully invokes gross images of rotten vegetation, successfully manifesting Denmark’s state of corruption.  It also introduces the metaphor “Denmark is a garden”.  Hamlet expresses his disgust of the world’s current corrupted state when he says “[the world is] an unweeded garden / That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature / Possess it merely” (I.ii.134-136).  Since Claudius’ murder of King Hamlet is responsible for the evident corruption in Denmark, one can deduce that Claudius is figuratively a weed overtaking the garden of Denmark.  
It is quite evident, through numerous appearances of the ghost of King Hamlet, that the murder of the rightful King, Hamlet's father, has greatly disturbed Denmark’s natural order. Nature imagery is used to emphasize Claudius as the source of this disturbance when he is referred to as a "mildew'd ear" (III.iv.64).  It is clear that until a rightful heir to the throne is restored, the weeds will continue to choke the rest of the garden, harming Denmark as a result. This is referred to as the Wheel of Fortune. The rightful leader sits at the top of the wheel, with the rest of society placed in ascending order on the wheel. If the leader is removed from their position, the wheel will become unbalanced and is forced to shift. The wheel will continue to rotate until the right person sits on top of the wheel. Rotating the wheel of fortune can have drastic consequences, as is apparent in Hamlet, since almost every death is due to unnatural causes in an attempt to restore class order. Since the wheel of fortune has been affected by the King’s murder; one can deduce that Claudius’s rein, as a result of murdering his brother, is what causes Denmark to be in such a rotten state.
Weeds in Hamlet also represent humans in society. Human nature keeps us in constant struggle against one another and ultimately destroys us.  This is seen in Hamlet when the ghost exclaims “And duller shouldst thou be than the fat weed / That roots itself on Lethe Wharf / Wouldst thou not stir in this” (I.iv.32).  After the ghost demands Hamlet seek revenge for his father’s death, Hamlet loses sight of everything else, including his love for Ophelia, while seeking vengeance.
Many species of flowers are used throughout Hasmlet to emphasize characters and ideas. The first flower imagery is apparent when Laertes refers to Hamlet's love for Ophelia as "a violet primy of nature / Forwards, not permanent, sweet, not lasting" (I.iii.8).  The violet, traditionally, represents faithfulness, but the purpose of comparing Hamlet’s love to a violet is actually due to a violet’s tendency to bloom and die rapidly, since Laertes believes Hamlet’s affection will disappear as quickly as a violet’s petals.  Laertes also attempts to warn Ophelia not to have intercourse with Hamlet when he says "The canker galls the infants of the spring / Too oft before their buttons be disclosed" (I.iii.39-40).  This can literally be translated as “too often canker worms injure early spring flowers before their buds are revealed.”  This is an implication that having intercourse with Hamlet could make her undesirable for marriage, corrupting her by making her unchaste before marriage before she has the opportunity to wed, such as the flowers can have the opportunity to bloom.

Being a woman, Ophelia’s opinions are not highly valued, but plant imagery is used to convey complex emotions that she has without explanation. It is possible that Hamlet’s apparent lack of love for Ophelia deeply distresses her, perhaps to the point of suicide.  Prior to her death, Ophelia offers various flowers to people to express her feelings without directly addressing them. It is not clear to whom she gives each flower, but the reader is free to draw his/her own conclusions based on the knowledge of each flower’s traditional meaning. 
Discussion:
Traditional meanings of Ophelia’s flowers:

Columbine: insincere flattery, ingratitude

Rue: sorrow, regret

Daisy: forsaken love, unhappy love

Violet: faithfulness, decency

Knowing the symbolic meanings of Ophelia’s flowers and with the knowledge that Laertes, King Claudius and Queen Gertrude were all present when Ophelia doled out her bouquet, to whom do you think Ophelia gave each flower and why?
Rue is the only flower Ophelia intends to have herself is rue, a symbol of regret and a powerful herb that can induce miscarriages.  Based on the above information, do you believe Shakespeare is subtly implying that Ophelia is pregnant?

Shakespeare has a timeless understanding of human nature, in Hamlet, he uses plant imagery to describe the corrupted state of Denmark. Is there a similar 'rotten' state somewhere within the world today?

Conclusion:
With the use of plant and garden imagery, Shakespeare has taken ideas about corruption, natural order, revenge and love, and conveyed them into something that has universal significance.  Through the effective use of plant/garden imagery, the rotten state of Denmark, the disruption in the Wheel of Fortune due to Claudius having murdered King Hamlet, the sacrifices required in order for Hamlet to seek revenge on his uncle, and secret messages Ophelia conveys through flowers become evident.
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