Classical Plot Structure in Shakespeare’s Plays

Classical structure differs from modern plot structure. While terms for the elements that comprise the plot (exposition, complication/rising action, climax, resolution/falling action, denouement) remain the same and occur in the same order, the significance and duration of each part of the plot varies.

In a modern story, the emphasis is on the resolution of the conflict or ‘happy ending’; the climax is at the end of the story and quickly followed by an abbreviated resolution and denouement almost indistinguishable from each other. 

Traditional, or Classical, stories and plays were usually moral tales to impart lessons about how to be a good member of one’s society.  Tales focused more upon the results, or consequences, of the protagonist’s actions.  Thus, the climax occurs in the middle of the story and great attention is paid to the resolution and denouement.  Emphasis is on an ‘appropriate’ ending rather than a ‘happy’ ending.

Trace the development of the Classic plot in Shakespeare’s play:

· Act I, Exposition:  Sets up the play and introduces the main characters.  Themes are introduced.

· Act II, Complication:  Unfolds the plot and the problems of the play.  Establishes what the conflict(s) are (internal and external).

· Act III, Climax:  The moment or incident in the play when the conflict is at its peak; conflict is resolved or decided one way or the other.  The course or path of the future is decided.

· Act IV, Resolution:  the consequences or results of the climax are seen.  The problems or conflicts are resolved whether happily or unhappily as dictated by the climax.

· Act V, Denouement:  The ending, or the tying up of loose ends.  Anything not yet resolved is finalized here.

