A quick guide to reading plays
1: The actions in a play are like dominoes falling; everything happens to make something else happen.  Look for how this works.  Hamlet doesn’t kill Claudius in act 5 because the ghost appears in act 1… he kills him because a moment before, Laertes says that it’s Claudius’ fault that Hamlet’s mother, Gertrude, is about to die.  Yes, it all started because of the ghost, but look for the actions in between.  A close reading is crucial to understanding motivation. 

2: Every play has stasis and intrusion.  Stasis is the condition of balance that exists and could go on existing if something didn’t intrude to throw it out of balance.  The intrusion is whatever throws things out of balance.  When Hamlet begins, he’s depressed because his dad died, but nothing is changing.  Then the ghost appears and accuses Claudius of fratricide (and regicide, at that).  That sets the world out of balance.  The whole rest of the play is a battle to get back to stasis.  Stasis is the status quo that has existed in the play’s world up through its beginning.  Intrusion is something that upsets the status quo, causing or releasing forces that compose the play’s conflict and progress.  When the forces no longer conflict, new stasis is achieved and the play ends.  
3:  Obstacle and conflict:  Conflict is when someone wants something and can’t get it.  The reason they can’t get it is the obstacle.  Everything characters do and say is motivated by this.  What a character wants motivates their speech. Why do characters say what they say?  Ask what they want (motivation) and what is in the way (obstacle).

Four kinds of dramatic conflict:


Me against myself:  Fighting against one’s own reservations/ethics.

Me against other individuals


Me against society: fighting against all society for freedom/etc. 


Me against fate/the universe/natural forces/God or the gods.

4:  Something is theatrical when it garners great audience attention and involvement.  Playwrights put their most important material into the play’s most theatrical moments, thus taking advantage of heightened audience attention.  Identifying the theatrical elements of a play helps you discover what the playwright considers important. 

5:  Exposition is the revelation of information needed by the audience to understand the play’s action.  There are two kinds.  The first is information the characters all know (for example, the setting).  The second is information not shared by all the characters.  At its best, such exposition involves the use of information by one character to propel another into action.

 6:  A forward is anything that arouses an audience’s interest in things to come.  Look for repetition, mystery, hints, clues… anything that heightens your interest in what’s coming next.  In Shakespeare, look for forwarding couplets, rhyming couplets that hint at the future.  Tension and the promise of a confrontation are forwards.  If the audience is made to wonder how someone will react or what they will do, that’s a forward. 
7:  In a play, the only way to establish character is through the character’s deeds.  Anything another character says about someone is either redundant (because it is shown in the character’s actions) or wrong (usually deliberately).  Action results from what a character does to get what he or she wants (motivation) in spite of obstacles.  What a character does is half of the revelation.  Why a character does it is the other half.  
8: An image is something we already know or can easily be told that is used to describe, illuminate, or expand upon something we don’t know or cannot easily be told.  It does not have to appeal to the visual sense, but can appeal to sound, taste, touch… anything we can perceive with our senses, visual or otherwise.  When Hamlet says the world is “an unweeded garden/ That grows to seed,” we bring our associations about an untended garden to our understanding.  We have an emotional response and an association, and these build up over the course of the play. 

9: The theme of the play is an abstract concept which part or all of that play is “about.”  Theme is not meaning; it is a topic in the play.  Theme is a result; it emerges from a script’s workings, so examine a play for theme after you are thoroughly familiar with the play’s foundation elements.  
10:  Don’t neglect background information about the play.  Know the author.  Know the time period it was written.  Consider what the original audience thought and felt about the world portrayed in the play. 

11:  Trust the playwright.  Assume what’s in a script is there on purpose.  Assume the writer knew what he or she was doing.  

12:  Several readings are essential.  The words in a play are meant to be spoken aloud. 

Ball, David.  Backwards and Forwards: A Technical Manual for Reading Plays. Carbondale, IL: Southern Illinois University Press, 1983. 
