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 This is the second part to programs talking about the structure of the play and what 

and how a playwright develops a play.  We introduced last time and talked about plot, which 

is the arrangement of the incidents within a play, the sequence of events, the structure of the 

action.  And at that point, then, we began talking about the way the playwright introduces us to 

that plot, the way the playwright is going to let us know what it is that’s going to happen and 

how it is going to be developed in this particular play. 

 We then looked at some things that playwrights need to consider in the opening scene 

and how then the opening scene immediately must attract us in the audience.  And what I’m 

going to do first today is to look at a couple of — or talk about a couple of opening scenes in 

plays and look to see how they develop. 

 The first one we’re going to look at in this case is not a play.  It is the musical 

“Oklahoma” with lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein, book and lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein, 

although the book itself is actually taken from a play called “Green Grow the Lilacs” by Lynne 

Riggs.  And much of this first scene of this particular play, this particular musical, does indeed 

come almost entirely from that particular play.  But in the case of — that it is a musical and as 

we have already set up that one of the things that we certainly want to do in an opening scene 

is to let the audience know how is this particular game going to be played, how is this 

particular work going to be developed. 

 So, yeah.  Okay.  We’ve had the overture so it’s a musical.  We’ve had the overture.  

That begins to tell us something about the conventions that are going to be followed here  

because they have already told us this.  But the curtain goes up and what we see sitting on a 

stage is a woman, a woman with a churn.  She is churning away and there’s not another 
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sound.  The orchestra hasn’t played anything.  Everything is absolutely silent.  And then from 

somewhere offstage we begin to hear a voice and the voice goes, “There’s a bright golden 

haze on the meadow, there’s a bright golden haze on the meadow.  The corn is as high as an 

elephant’s eye and it looks like it’s climbing right up to the sky.  Oh, what a beautiful morning!  

Oh, what a beautiful day!  I’ve got a beautiful feeling, everything’s going my way.” 

 And as those musical vocal sounds begin to come from offstage, the character, Curly, 

walks on stage, singing this particular song, “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning,” and already we 

know we’ve set up a convention.  And that is, “Hey, these key people are gonna walk around 

singing.”  Now, not necessarily do we do this in real life or in our own reality, but in the fictive 

world that this particular play, this particular production, is creating, this fictive world is one in 

which the convention and we should understand — and the audience with no problem 

immediately catches on, “Hey, the characters are gonna sing.  The characters are gonna 

burst into song and so I should expect and know this is a convention here.” 

 What we’ve also done here, even with these very first lines of this — and this is in a 

song — in these very few first lines, we have set the world in balance.  We have set Curly’s 

world in balance.  Curly says, “Oh, what a beautiful morning.  Oh, what a beautiful day.  I’ve got 

a beautiful feeling, everything’s going my way.”  So he — we have this character who walks on 

stage, this character who thinks, “Hey, I own the world.  Everything — what could I possibly 

want?  What more could I possibly want?”  

 What’s happening here?  Well, he does have a want.  He does have a particular 

reason for having come into the scene here.  And when he finishes singing, Aunt Ella — who 

is the woman there — turns to him and says, “Oh, if you weren’t so young and smart-alecky, 
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why I’d marry you and get you to sit around and sing to me.”  And Curly says, “No, you wouldn’t 

either ‘cause I wouldn’t marry you nor none of your kinfolks.  I couldn’t help it.”  “Oh, none of my 

kinfolks, huh?”  “Yeah, and you can tell ‘em that.”  And he raises his voice.  “Including that 

niece of yours, Miss Laurie Williams.” 

 Well, at this point now we have introduced Curly.  We have introduced Aunt Ella.  Aunt 

Ella obviously is very fond of Curly as we’ve said here, and now we introduce that there is an 

offstage character, a niece of Aunt Ella, a niece that evidently Curly has some kind of interest 

in.  “Including that niece of yours, Miss Laurie Williams.”  And so at that point then we know 

Curly has something that he wants here.   

 And he turns to Aunt Ella.  “Say, Aunt Ella, if you was to tell me where Laurie was, 

where would you tell me she is?”  And Aunt Ella says, “I ain’t gonna tell you and it’s no concern 

of yours.”  And then Curly says, “Well, so she don’t take to me much?  Why does she go and 

be so uppity about these things?”  So he and Aunt Ella talk more here about what’s the 

relationship here and how can Curly perhaps in some way or the other change things slightly. 

 And then offstage again we hear “Oh, What a Beautiful Morning” again and this time, 

however, it’s the female voice and it’s Laurie.  And Laurie comes on stage and she gets only 

through the first few lines — “I’ve got a beautiful feeling everything’s going my way” — and she 

stops.  “Oh, is this all that’s come a-calling at this hour of the morning?”  And Curly: “You 

knowed it was me.  You knowed it was when you opened the door.”  “No such thing.”  “You did, 

too.”  And immediately we begin to realize that here are two people who are very fond of each 

other but who at least early in the play are going to have to find some way that they can tell 

each other this, that they can let this be known how they feel here. 
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 So then we find Curly says, “Well, I just want to tell you.  You knowed it was me.  You set 

up there thinking of something mean to say.  I’m a good mind not to ask you to the box social.”  

Now we know why Curly has come on the scene.  Now we know why he feels so good.  

Because he’s come over and he’s thoroughly convinced at this point that just by his asking, 

Laurie is going to say yes and yes, they are going to the box social.  And Laurie turns and 

says, “If you didn’t ask me, if you did ask me, I wouldn’t go with you.”  All of a sudden now the 

balance of the world is now changed.  Because at this point suddenly that which Curly was so 

sure of, that which Curly wanted, suddenly has now gone and found that Laurie is not going to 

be so easy.   

 In fact, she says, “How you gonna take me?  You ain’t gone and bought a new buggy, 

would you?”  So then at that point now he has another obstacle which faces him.  So now 

Curly suddenly has obstacles.  Curly has the world, his world, in some kind of imbalance.  

Laurie is doubtful as to whether she is going with him to the social that night and how is he 

going to convey her, how is he going to take her to that box social. 

 So immediately here, then, at the beginning of the play, we have introduced the 

conventions and, in fact, very shortly after this Curly says, “Well, I went over to a nearby town 

and I rented a buggy.”  And so at this point, then, he begins to sing, “When I take you out 

tonight with me / Honey, here’s the way it’s going to be / You will set behind a team of snow 

white horses / In the slickest gig you ever see.”  And we go into the song called “The Surrey 

with the Fringe on Top.”  So we set the convention up and now we immediately invoke it again.  

And, in fact, we find that Laurie and Curly are going into a duet. 

 So we have now set the convention.  We set the world in balance.  We have now upset 
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the balance of the world.  We have created a character who has a desire or desires, and that 

is the desire is to get Laurie to accompany him to the box social.  She has set up an obstacle 

in that she says, “I’m not so sure I want to go with you.  And, if I go with you, how are you going 

to take me?”  And so now at this point Curly must in some way or the other attempt to now 

address these particular obstacles which have been given to him and to rebalance his world 

so as to get that which he desires.  And then from there we go on and we develop into the 

musical “Oklahoma.” 

 Let’s look at another example and in this particular case, perhaps one of the most 

famous plays in the world, William Shakespeare’s “Hamlet.”  And we’re gonna look at the 

opening scene of “Hamlet,” and you will find a copy of this opening scene in your guide to the 

television section.  And so if you could pull it out and look at it and follow it as I talk about it 

here. 

 This scene is 175 lines long.  What we’re going to do is to set into motion, then, the 

obstacles which this particular play are going to present.  We open the play — as the curtain 

goes up and the lights go down, the lights come up, whatever is the particular signal that is 

being used in this particular production, what we find is we’re at the castle of Elsinore.  We’re 

on a platform or a parapet somewhere within the castle.  And there is one guard pacing back 

and forth — Francisco. 

 There is then a noise and out of the noise comes a line, “Who’s there?”  And the guard 

which is on stage says, “Nay, answer me.  Stand an unfold yourself” or “Stand and tell me who 

you are.”  And the other character offstage or who was coming on stage says, “Long live the 

King.”  And at that point the character on stage recognizes the voice and says, “Barnardo?”  
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And at this point we know — we discover then it is the changing of the guard.  “You’ve have 

become most carefully upon your hour.  ‘Tis now struck twelve.  Get thee to bed, Francisco. 

“ And he says, “Well, yeah.  I’m certainly glad because it’s bitter cold.”  And Barnado says, 

“Have you had a quiet guard?”  “Not a mouse stirring.”  “Well, good night.”  He says, “I’ll also 

go look for and find two other guards — or two other people, Horatio and Marcellus.” 

 At that point, then, as Francisco exits, Horatio and Marcellus exit and there is some 

conversation here between the two of them.  And in line 21 — we are now 21 lines into this 

first scene — we then get introduced — the first indication that something is wrong, that this 

world which we have seen here, a regular world of guards, of sentinels, of people changing 

guard, of people watching, that there is something here that’s perhaps not what it should be.  

And Horatio says, “What, has this thing appeared again tonight?”  Now, we don’t know what 

this is, but we’ve indicated “has this thing appeared again tonight” and Bernardo says, “I have 

seen nothing.” 

 Marcellus, the other guard, says, “Well, Horatio” — the person who was with him — 

“Horatio says ‘tis nothing.  It is our fantasy.”  And they talk about this for a couple of lines and 

then Marcellus says, “I have asked Horatio to come here tonight with me to see if this 

apparition comes.  He may approve our eyes and speak to it.”  Horatio was still in doubt.  

“Tush, tush, ‘twill not appear.”  So he says, “Well, let’s sit down and we’ll wait.” 

 And as they are talking, then, suddenly the ghost appears.  “Peace.  Break off.  Look 

where it comes again.”  In the same figure like the king that’s dead — so at this point we now 

get this particular apparition identified.  The ghost appears.  The ghost is the ghost of the king 

that’s dead.  One of the guards turns to Horatio and says, “Thou art a scholar.  Speak to it, 
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Horatio.”  Horatio then turns and he speaks to it, and he asks the ghost why has he appeared.  

What is this all about?  “Why have you come in this warlike form in the majesty of buried 

Denmark?” 

 The ghost does not speak.  It is offended.  “See, it stalks away.”  And Horatio, “Stay.  

Speak.  Speak.  I charge thee, speak.”  And the ghost exits.  One of the guards says, “‘Tis 

gone and will not answer.”  And so at this point, then, Barnardo and Horatio now talk more 

about this and why did this figure appear.  Why is this figure, which they recognize as the 

figure of their dead king, why is this figure in full armor?  Why has the ghost chosen this 

particular one?  And at that point, then, Horatio tells them, “Oh, well I can inform you of this or 

at least I can tell you what I understand this to be.” 

 And he then goes into a story in which he tells us about the dead king who was old 

Hamlet and that how old Hamlet had a battle with Fortinbras of Norway.  Remember this is the 

king, old Hamlet of Denmark, and Fortinbras is of Norway.  And so at this point that there was 

a battle between the two, old Fortinbras was slain and so therefore in the victory that followed, 

old Hamlet claimed part of the land that had belonged to Norway. 

 And even now we find that young Fortinbras, the new king of Norway and the son, is 

now preparing to come and battle and to get those lands from Denmark and restore them to 

his throne.  And, in fact, we now find this is the very reason that the guards are posted tonight 

and that the guards have been told to watch out because at some point it is expected that 

young Fortinbras and his battle forces will appear. 

 So somewhere in the midst of all of this, then, as they’re talking about this, the ghost 

appears again.  “But soft, behold, lo where it comes again!  I’ll cross it, though it blast me. — 
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Stay, illusion.  If thou hast any sound or use of voice, speak to me.  If there be any good thing 

to be done that may to thee do ease and grace to me, speak to me.”  Horatio is trying to get 

the ghost to tell him something. 

 At that point there is a sound.  Remember we talked about sound.  There is a sound.  

The cock crows.  Daylight will be coming.  Immediately the ghost begins to move away.  

“Speak of it.  Stay and speak.  Stop it.”  The ghost exits.  “‘Tis gone.”  So at this point, then, 

now the three of them carry on some talk about what is this all about.  And finally, then, Horatio 

says, “I know on the night that’s coming” — this is now the break of day — “on the night that’s 

coming I will go.  Let us impart what we have seen this night.  Let us impart this unto young 

Hamlet,”  young Hamlet the son of the old Hamlet, the dead Hamlet the king.  “Let us impart 

what we have seen this night unto young Hamlet.  For upon my life this spirit, dumb to us, will 

speak to him. “ 

 So at this point we have now laid out and we have given that — one of the major 

complications that we’re going to have in this particular play, and that is that we now are 

going to bring young Hamlet to the scene where the ghost is and let young Hamlet see if he 

can get what — can get the ghost to speak and to get the ghost to tell him what is going on.  

And the first scene comes to a conclusion. 

 Now, in these 175 lines, let’s look and see what we have done.  We have set into 

motion — first, we have established the balance.  The balance is the world here of the guards 

guarding and nothing at all is quiet.  We then bring two more people on stage, one other 

guard and Horatio.  And when they come on stage, they have been brought — or Horatio has 

specifically been brought because we are then told that there is something that has appeared 
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up here on this parapet.  There is something — a spirit of some kind.  So Horatio has 

come — has been brought to see if he can get the ghost to speak.  The ghost has been 

identified and that is the ghost is recognized as the old king or old Hamlet, the king of 

Denmark, who has just died a month prior to the opening of the play. 

 We also at this point, then, introduce exposition.  Now, exposition is a word that is not 

always currently in favor.  It is still a perfectly good, valid word to use.  And that is as we talked 

last time, we said that a play does not necessarily always encompass the complete story.  

The play is going to begin at some point in the story.  It is going to have a beginning, it is going 

to develop and have a middle, and it will then conclude and have an end.  But at that 

beginning there can be events that happened prior to the opening of the play that are 

necessary for us to understand the events in the play itself.  And the perfectly good, 

respectable term to introduce here is indeed exposition.  Exposition then. 

 Horatio gives us exposition when he tells us about the battle that occurred between 

old Hamlet and old Fortinbras, and the fact that now young Fortinbras is gathering battle 

forces and intends to get back the lands that were taken from Norway.  These are events that 

happened before the play and they have influence on what is going on within the story of the 

play and the events that are going to unfold before our eyes. 

 Horatio is presented with an obstacle and that is the obstacle which he has is the 

ghost will not speak to him.  The ghost will not tell him why he is appearing.  The ghost simply 

appears and disappears, and in fact twice appears and disappears.  And so since it being 

the old Hamlet, the former king, the dead king, perhaps if they go and bring his son, young 

Hamlet, to the same location, maybe the ghost will reappear and maybe then the ghost will 
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now tell us or inform Hamlet of what this is all about. 

 So we have now created obstacles for Horatio.  Horatio, in order to get around that 

obstacle, says, “I will go and bring young Hamlet here tomorrow night.”  So we have now 

created obstacles.  We have created conflict.  We have introduced exposition — that is, we 

have introduced the background that is necessary for us to understand.  And we are now 

creating suspense or tension, or suspense and tension.  And the suspense and tension is, 

what is it the ghost wants?  Why has a ghost appeared?  The ghost evidently wants 

something, but the ghost is not imparting this to any of them.  So we now lay the groundwork 

for that which is to come later in the play. 

 So at the end of this first scene we have now created the beginning of the play, we 

have created the beginning of the suspense, we have created the obstacles which are going 

to begin and which are going to happen throughout the play.  We have now set the play into 

motion. 

 Scene 2 does not immediately bring us back to this previous location.  Instead we find 

that we go a room somewhere in the castle.  And here at this point we now introduce other 

characters in the play.  We introduce Hamlet’s uncle, Claudius, who has now become the new 

king of Denmark.  We introduce Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude, who also now within 30 days has 

become the wife of her former brother-in-law, the now king Claudius.  We introduce various 

other characters in this particular scene and finally at the end — and Hamlet himself is 

present.  And so finally at the end of the scene the other characters exit and then Horatio 

finally gets the chance to speak to Hamlet.  And at that point, then, he turns and he tells him 

what has happened and that he wants him to come to the top of the castle, to the platform, that 
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night to see if he can get the ghost to speak. 

 And Horatio leaves and then Hamlet turns and he speaks, “My father’s spirit in arms?  

All is not well.  I doubt some foul play.  Oh, would the night were calm, then thou sit still my soul.  

Foul deeds will rise through all the earth, overwhelm them to men’s eyes.  So at that point, 

then, we end the second scene. 

 Now, to delay the suspense even more, we now have caught Hamlet up in the plot.  But 

instead of going directly to the platform again, we now introduce Scene 3.  Scene 3 

introduces us to another set of characters.  These characters are Ophelia, her father, 

Palonius, and her brother, Laertes.  Palonius is a lord chamberlain within the court.  And we 

also learn that Ophelia is a possible romantic interest for young Hamlet. 

 Finally, now, we get to Scene 4.  We have now gone through — we’ve had Scene 1 

which introduced this major suspense and tension, the ghost and the ghost telling us what it’s 

all about, and we’ve gone through Scene 2, we’ve gone through Scene 3, and finally we come 

to Scenes 4 and 5.  In Scenes 4 and 5, we finally have the meeting, then, between Hamlet and 

the ghost.  The ghost appears, beckons for Hamlet to follow him, and he and Hamlet then 

depart to another part of the castle.  At that point, then, for the first time the ghost speaks. 

 The ghost now informs Hamlet as to why he has come and that is the ghost has 

appeared.  Hamlet says, “Speak.  I am bound to hear.”  The ghost: “So art thou to revenge 

when thou shalt hear.  I am thy father’s spirit, doomed for a certain term to walk the night, till 

the foul crimes done in my days of nature are burnt and purged away.”  So at this point, then, 

the king begins to unfold to Hamlet the happenings. 

 The ghost says, “Revenge this foul and most unnatural murder.”  And so at this point, 
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then, we have set the major suspense, the major tension, the major action of the play into 

motion.  What the ghost wants from Hamlet is for Hamlet to bring about — to have revenge.  

Revenge for what?  Revenge for the fact that he, the old king, was murdered, was murdered 

by his brother Claudius.  And so therefore Hamlet is now to kill Claudius in revenge for what 

the murder that Claudius brought to the old Hamlet. 

 At this point, then, we set into motion the play.  We now have created the major 

suspense and the major tension that’s to take place.  Now, there are, of course, going to 

develop a whole series of obstacles.  Playwrights create conflict by introducing to us 

obstacles of one kind or the other, introduce confrontations to us, and we now go through a 

whole series of ups and downs.  We go through a series of choices.  The characters are 

presented with choices.  The characters have alternatives to present, or which are presented 

and which they must consider. 

 Hamlet has — Hamlet at first is quite sure that what he is to do is to murder Claudius.  

He is to kill Claudius and that is to bring about the revenge that he has.  But then it begins to 

occur to Hamlet, what if this ghost is a figment from Hell?  What if this ghost is not a — is not 

real, is not a figure for what he seems to be?  Maybe this is all something that’s been made up.  

Maybe this is fiction. 

 And at that point, then, Hamlet begins to doubt.  Should he or should he not kill 

Claudius?  And we find, then, that the play moves back and forth as Hamlet at one point is 

convinced that, yes, he should and at the next point he needs to convince himself in some way 

that this is — that this is the right thing to do. 

 He arrives at a point where he is convinced that Claudius is the killer but he somehow 
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or the other needs proof, a definite proof of it.  And one of the means that he uses is a group 

of strolling players arrive.  The players then — Hamlet asks them to play a certain play in 

which he shows a murder being enacted.  And that if the king blanches at this, that maybe in 

some way this will be a sign of what is happening here. 

 So we then see the play acted out and Claudius does indeed react to it to the point 

that Hamlet is convinced that he is guilty, and so therefore that he should indeed kill Claudius.  

As he then goes searching through the castle to find him and he finds Claudius, and he gets 

ready and prepares himself to kill Claudius, and then he realizes that he can’t.  Because at 

that point there’s an obstacle for him taking the revenge that he wants and that is Claudius is 

in front of an altar.  Claudius is praying.  And Hamlet knows that at this point if he kills Claudius 

at this point in time that Claudius was in prayer, the soul will not go to Hell which is where 

Hamlet, of course, wants the soul to go when he kills Claudius.  But that instead, in the state of 

prayer, the soul will be borne to Heaven.  So at this point Hamlet is restricted, is stopped, 

from killing Claudius.   

 There are also through Hamlet — and we could spend hours and hours discussing 

Hamlet — many other subplots that are developed here.  These subplots sometimes present 

obstacles of one kind or the other.  One of the subplots that is developed here is that Claudius 

indeed begins to fear Hamlet, that he begins to fear that Hamlet is mad, has gone mad in 

some way or the other.  And that in so doing, that Hamlet does indeed seem to want to bring 

about — for some reason to bring about an end to his life — Claudius.  So Claudius then 

hatches a plot wherein he will get Hamlet removed from the court.  And while he is removed 

from the court, that Hamlet, young Hamlet, will be killed. 
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 So all of these intertwinings go on throughout the play.  And this is the playwright, then, 

developing the conflict within the play.  Developing a series of confrontations, developing a 

series of obstacles, developing what one character wants, what one character goes after, 

and another character obviously not wanting him to accomplish that particular goal.  It can be 

thought of in terms of a series of strategies, a series of plays.  And one can indeed think 

about it in the same terms as one thinks about that basketball game.  One can watch.  One 

can watch here and one can see what is it that the character has. 

 The character reaches a point in which the character must make a decision.  That 

decision carries out a strategy.  That decision must in some way or the other — that decision 

has alternates possible.  Which alternate, what alternate, a series of alternates here.  Hamlet 

has a chance to kill Claudius.  But in so doing, he has at that point — yes, the choice can be 

made to kill Hamlet, to kill Claudius, but at that same point in time he cannot finish that which 

he wants most and that is to send Claudius’s soul straight to Hell. 

 So therefore the alternates are possible there and the alternate which he decides is 

he must at this point withhold the killing and not accomplish it.  In so doing, then, he allows for 

Claudius to make his move and that move is to send Hamlet away from the castle, and while 

he is gone, to bring about what he hopes will be the murder of young Hamlet. 

 So we go through this.  The playwright develops these ups and downs, the choices.  

The play has an ebb, has a flow to it, that moves it through here.  Now, we can only go this 

to — for so long.  This can only be extended to a certain point in time.  And finally we must 

arrive at a moment when we reached the ultimate moment in which something must give.  We 

have reached the moment of greatest intensification.  We have reached the moment when 
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we have arrived at what in dramatic terms is called the climax.  The climax, the moment of 

maximum tension, the moment in which the final choices must be made which lead, then, to 

the inevitable end. 

 Let’s go back to “Oklahoma” for just a moment and talk about it.  Because we talked 

about Curly and, in fact, frequently we sometimes find that people jestingly say the whole story 

of “Oklahoma” is bound around the simple tactic of who is going — who is Laurie going to 

choose to take her to this box social that night.  And, yes, that is indeed is one of the plots 

here.  

 But one of the other strains or perhaps the themes that run through “Oklahoma” is that 

in order for Curly to acquire Laurie, for him to win the hand of Laurie and to marry her, he must 

also — he must become a boy.  He must become a man.  He is presented as a boy — that is, 

in terms of that he is not yet ready to assume the responsibilities that he must assume.  That 

he must give up being a cowboy and he must instead here become then a farmer.  He is a 

cowboy and a farmer.  These two are antagonistic forces in “Oklahoma” because they have 

two different uses for the land. 

 The cowboy wants the land open, wants ranges for his cattle to roam through.  The 

farmer wants that land to be fenced on.  The farmer wants to grow vegetables, wants to farm, 

wants to grow things on that particular land.  And so we have conflict here between these two 

groups.  Curly is a cowboy.  Laurie is a member of a farmer’s family.  She and her aunt run 

that particular farm.  So therefore what we find then is in order for Curly to win Laurie, he 

must — one could say must pass the rites of passagehood.  He must pass the rites from 

being a boy into becoming a man. 
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 And we have that scene, then, that occurs in the musical when as the auction goes on 

there and in order for Curly to win — or to buy the box lunch that Laurie supplied, and thus also 

to get to spend the evening with her, he must outbid everyone else there.  Curly doesn’t have 

much money.  So at this point, then, what we find in this climactic scene here and that is that 

Curly must now give up those things which represent his past, those things which represent 

his still being the boy, and that is he must give up his saddle.  So he sells his saddle to acquire 

money.  That’s not enough.  He must sell his horse to acquire money.  He sells the horse.  It’s 

still not enough.  And he must finally sell his gun.  And finally with the selling of those three 

items, he has acquired enough money that he can outbid the villain of the piece, Judd Fry.  He 

can outbid Judd Fry and he can thus acquire the box social and he can thus spend the 

evening with Laurie. 

 But this moment of climax is indeed the moment in which Curly must give up those 

things.  Everything has gone as far as he can go, and so then we can move on and resolve the 

problems.  We can resolve the obstacle of that.  Curly will ask Laurie to marry him and she will 

say yes.  So we have arrived, then, at the moment of climax, the highest moment of tension 

here. 

 Following that moment of climax — and that is it is the point — it is the irresolvable 

moment in which the last turn is made.  There are no more turns to be made.  There is — this 

is the final choice.  This is the determinant factor.  And so at that point we have arrived at the 

climax.  And what we have left, then, is what is sometimes — what is called the denuma [ as 

heard phonetically], using the French term here.  But perhaps if you don’t want to try to 

remember denuma, you can perhaps use the word resolution.  What we need, then, is the 
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tying up of all of the loose ends that we have had. 

 In plays — especially plays of a prior time, frequently in Shakespearian plays, we find 

that the denuma or the resolution can be rather long.  There are many loose ends to tie up in 

one way or the other.  And so this takes a very long time to go.  In modern day drama what we 

find is that we prefer things much faster.  And so therefore when we arrive at the climax, the 

distance between the climax and the end of the play is usually not very long.  The denuma will 

come rather swiftly.  It will take all of those loose ends that we need to find out about.  It will tie 

them up in some way or the other and let us know, then, that this is — this is the way things are 

concluded.   

 And at that point we have arrived at the end.  So that we have, then, indeed had a play 

that began at some point in the story line.  And remember we have said that plays do not have 

to begin at the beginning of the story line.  The beginning of the play is the beginning of the 

plot.  Okay.  We have the plot, the structure of the play here.  The plot then develops.  The plot 

sets up a series of obstacles.  It gives us a series of actions.  It gives us a series of events.  

These events come and go.  They move in such a way that just as the character or characters 

begin to think they’re going to get what they want, and something happens, and that particular 

goal is not acquired and instead we must move on and try again in some way or the other. 

 The playwright must indeed keep within the play from one action — from one event, 

moving the action from one event to the next event.  So that we keep moving with the events, 

we keep moving with the action, wanting to know what is going on, wanting to know what is 

going to happen, and to arrive at the final point in which the final decision, the climactic 

decision, is made. 
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 So here’s an assignment that I’m going to give to you, and that is go and watch a 

commercial television situation comedy, usually called a sitcom.  Quite frankly, the writer or 

frequently writers of sitcom are actually masters of construction.  To begin with, a sitcom is 30 

minutes long.  But within that 30 minutes there is usually going to be about — or there is 

usually allowed about 7 minutes of commercials.  So therefore the writers know that they 

actually have somewhere between 22 and 23 minutes in which they’re going to have to 

construct a story.  And they have to construct this story to do everything they’ve already told 

you about earlier. 

 In fact, if one were to go see an unabridged version of “Hamlet,” a production that 

played all of the lines that are in the printed version of “Hamlet” that we have, it takes 

something a little more than four hours.  Now, not often does one go and see a production of 

“Hamlet” that’s going to last that long.  Because what has happened is modern day directors 

know that most audiences are usually not willingly going to sit through something more than 

four hours, watching theater.  And so at that point they then begin to cut the “Hamlet” in some 

way, find some way of abridging it so that it can be played in less time than what is the totality 

of the acting script. 

 But television writers know they don’t have four hours.  They have 20 — somewhere 

between 22 and 23 minutes.  So at this point they must have opening scene.  They must do all 

the things I indicated to you that an opening scene must do.  They must immediately set up 

some character wanting something, set up the obstacle that is going to be given here.  What 

is it that that character or characters want.  They’re going to have to show, then, how the 

character goes after that.  They’re going to have to then tantalize us, and that is create the 
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suspense and the conflict, and keep that character from getting what he or she wants too 

soon.  Because, of course, that what they want to do is to keep watching, to keep seeing 

what’s going to happen here. 

 So they introduce the obstacles, create the suspense, create the tension.  Finally they 

are going to reach the climactic moment and, in most television shows, that climactic 

moment is going to come very, very close to the end of the play and probably in something 

like in a minute or less they will go to the denuma and tie up all of this. 

 Now, in addition to all of these things, they also are going to get in three commercial 

breaks.  They’re also going to have to think in terms of how do I construct this sitcom in such 

a way so that we have an opening scene, we catch the attention of the audience, we set up 

the obstacles, we keep them suspended, we keep them in tension, we reach a point we must 

now break, we go to a commercial.  Now we want to keep the audience, one, sitting through 

the commercials, then wanting them to come back into the second scene of the comedy.  The 

second scene and now take us through it, and now we go through the second scene of the 

comedy.  And we come to a point, and now we come to another commercial break and we 

must have constructed that in such a way that we again hold the audience, keep the 

audience’s attention, get them to watch the commercials, get them through then the 

commercial break so that then they come and they find out how do we bring all of this to an 

end.  How do we reach a climax and how, then, do we resolve this in some way or the other. 

 In fact, what I suggest that you might do is not just only watch it, but sit down and as 

you’re watching it, tape it.  Tape it.  Now go back, watch it again.  Watch to see how these 

writers have done.  What it is that I have indicated that they do.  Realize the construction of 
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that play and also be aware of how skillfully they are doing it.  The better the writers, the more 

talent they have, the more we will begin to know — we will begin to follow what it is that they’re 

doing. 

 In fact, this becomes perhaps one of the ways in which we can judge whether a series 

is successful or not, and that is that week after week after week the writers are able to 

construct these 22 to 23 — between 22 and 23 minute scripts in such a way, they do it so 

skillfully that they keep us glued to the set every week and the next week we come back 

wanting again to see what it is that happens here. 

 Television — good television writers are most skillful in doing this and we should 

marvel at how well they construct their plays, how well they plot and using that word in the very 

Aristotelean sense that we’ve been using it in these two series of programs, how these 

television writers plot their script. So in these two hours that we have done, we have talked 

about Aristotelean construction.  We have talked about Aristotelean principles of a play and 

then how a play, television script or film, may be plotted. 

 Now, one other thing I do want to mention here and that is in the plotting we may — we, 

of course, have talked always in terms of story.  Remember that stories may be linear.  And by 

linear, meaning that one event leads very directly to the next event, which leads to the next 

event, which leads to the next event — and that is it develops in a rather straight line.  That is 

what we call linear construction. 

 Another construction that is frequently used and we saw, in fact, that Shakespeare 

used it as a montage construction.  And by montage construction, meaning that instead of the 

events of one scene leading very directly into the next scene, what we — instead we get one 
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scene, then we get another scene, then we get another scene, then we get another scene, 

and we in the audience hold all these in mind.  And then as the connections are made, and as 

you saw, we had Scene 1 with the appearance of the ghost, we go to Scene 2, we go to 

Scene 3, and only when we get to Scene 4 does the ghost appear again and we then develop 

that particular story in Scene 4 and Scene 5. So we’ve had intervening Scene 2 and 

Scene 3 that introduced other aspects to the plot.  And we got this, then, not in a straight line, 

but we got it more in a montage effect. 

 And so what we do is, as in montages, we see it and we hold all of this in mind and 

then we bring it together.  This is what happens, then, in the montage construction.  We hold 

these scenes in mind and as the connections are made, and we then in our own mind link 

them together.  So we have developed plot, story, plot as related to story, and then the 

construction that may be used in different kinds of plot construction. 

 

 

  


