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CHAPTEr 1

Action Analysis

why Action Analysis?
The Introduction stated that Formalist Analysis proceeds by gathering 
lots of details from the play and then forming conclusions about 
the whole work. Because Formalist Analysis attempts to cover most 
if not all of the standard dramatic potentials of a play, which almost 
guarantees its practical success. However, attention to detail is also 
time-consuming and loaded with fine points. In the middle of such 
a project, readers might become so involved in the details that they 
can sometimes lose sight of the whole play. At some point, they 
may need to step back and consider what their study is leading to. 
Action Analysis provides this opportunity. Action Analysis is a 
specially reduced type of Formalist Analysis based primarily on 
the events of the plot. This method is not intended as a shortcut 
to creativity, however. Action Analysis may be quicker and more 
straightforward than Formalist Analysis, but by the same token, it is 
also less complete.

Thinking “Eventfully”
Stanislavsky believed the easiest and most accessible way to come to 
terms with a play is through the events of the plot. Action Analysis 
starts by identifying the most important of these events and then 
builds on this foundation. Events in this sense are not just routine 
incidents, but those that identify what Stanislavsky called “the effec-
tive truth of a given situation.” By this, he meant incidents that would 
not or should not usually happen, a break with the play’s status quo, 
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a significant departure from the social norm of the play, something 
special the characters and their usual way of behaving cannot account 
for. Events are turning points in the course of the stage action.

Examples of events like this include: A messenger arrives with 
news from a distant city-state (Oedipus Rex); the Ghost of the dead 
king appears (Hamlet); a wayward son returns home (The Wild Duck); 
a father forces his daughter to break her engagement (Tartuffe); two 
threatening strangers arrive (The Birthday Party); an everyday object 
becomes invested with extraordinary power (Fefu and her Friends, 
American Buffalo). The significance of an event is directly proportional 
to the degree to which it changes the characters and their behavior—
the greater the change, the greater the event.

How to recognize an event in everyday life? Imagine a husband 
and wife quarreling about the quality of a painting and then going to 
a police station to settle their disagreement. The police officer, having 
established that no crime has taken place, refuses to write up a report 
because from his point of view there is no event; that is, no crime 
has been committed. For a psychiatrist or art historian, however, a 
quarrel between a husband and wife over the quality of a painting is 
a genuine event because it changes the behavior of the participants’ 
relationship to each other or the picture or both. In other words, the 
same quarrel represents something meaningless from one point of 
view and something significant from another.

How to understand what constitutes an event in a play? According 
to Stanislavsky, one sure way to recognize an event of this type is to 
remove, as it were, the given event from the play and try to under-
stand how its absence would affect the characters. What would 
happen if, for example, if Ophelia had disagreed with her father and 
Claudius’s plan to eavesdrop on her conversation with Hamlet? If 
she had not been compelled to lie to Hamlet, she would have had an 
entirely different destiny. She would not have suffered the trauma of 
Hamlet’s rejection and the terrible loneliness that led her to suicide. 
Ophelia’s sad fate comes about from her dishonesty in the eavesdrop-
ping scene. Understanding what constitutes an event like this one 
requires thinking eventfully (consistent with the action), instead of 
just verbally (consistent with the dialogue).

Action Analysis also makes a distinction between essential and 
less essential events. A travel illustration will help to explain this. 
A regular flight from Boston to Miami, for example, stops briefly at 
major cities along the way: Philadelphia, New York, and Atlanta. To 
become familiar with those cities, an air traveler would need to stop 
over and spend some time there. Travelers who wished to know more 
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about the areas surrounding the major cities would need to board an 
intercity bus that stops at the suburbs and commuter cities. Hardy 
travelers who took their bicycles with them on the bus would be able 
to visit neighboring small towns and villages as well. Action Analysis 
(this chapter) may be compared with the regular flight with stopovers 
at major cities. Basic Formalist Analysis (Chapters 2–6) may be com-
pared with travel by bus through the adjacent cities. Also, Advanced 
Formalist Analysis (Chapters 7–10) may be compared with travel by 
bicycle throughout the heartlands.

1. Chain of External Events
The chain of external events is a chain of social exchanges that 
change the behavior of everyone present. Social exchanges consist 
of arrivals and departures, helloes and goodbyes, meetings and sepa-
rations, secrets and disclosures, encounters and avoidances, public 
announcements and private monologues/soliloquies, warnings and 
concealments, discoveries and concealments, captures and releases, 
quarrels and love affairs, public speeches and private thoughts, births 
and deaths, illnesses and recoveries, decisions and postponements, 
and the like.

What are the external events in 1,1 of Hamlet? There are several: 
the changing of the guard, the arrival of Horatio, the first appear-
ance of the Ghost, a discussion about an earlier appearance of the 
Ghost, the second appearance of the Ghost, a discussion about 
Denmark’s preparations for war, and a decision to inform Hamlet 
about the Ghost. Which of these events is happening for the first 
time, would not usually occur, breaks with the play’s status quo, 
and changes the characters’ behavior? Most readers would agree 
that the appearance of the Ghost is significant, but then why is 
Horatio present? Recall that Marcellus has previously informed 
Horatio about the appearance of the Ghost, but Horatio was 
unwilling to relay such superstition to Hamlet. So, Marcellus has 
asked him to come and see for himself. This scene shows Horatio’s 
first paranormal experience. Accordingly, the crucial event in the 
scene is Horatio’s meeting with the Ghost, and the external event is 
“Horatio encounters the Ghost.”

Using an equally economical means of expression, the chain of 
external events in Hamlet might look something like this:

1,1 Horatio encounters the Ghost.
1,2 Claudius announces the regime change.
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1,3 Laertes departs for France.
1,4 Hamlet encounters the Ghost.
1,5 Hamlet decides to take action.
2,1 Polonius warns Ophelia about Hamlet.
2,2 Claudius decides to spy on Hamlet.
3,1 Hamlet encounters Ophelia.
3,2 Players arrive.
3,3 Claudius’s soliloquy.
3,4 Hamlet warns Gertrude.
4,1 Claudius decides to deport Hamlet.
4,2 Rosencrantz and Guildenstern capture Hamlet.
4,3 Hamlet departs from Elsinore.
4,4 Hamlet encounters Fortinbras.
4,5 Laertes returns to Elsinore.
4,6 Hamlet returns to Elsinore.
4,7 Claudius decides to murder Hamlet.
5,1 Hamlet encounters Ophelia’s funeral.
5,2 Hamlet is murdered as he murders Claudius.

This list is a simplistic summary of a very complicated play. Some 
readers will say it is too simplistic or that some of the descriptions are 
misguided. Remember, however, that Action Analysis is not intended 
to be complete or letter perfect, but merely quick and functional. The 
explanations offered here are certainly not meant to be definitive but 
only demonstrations of the thinking process involved with identify-
ing external events in Action Analysis. On the other hand, a plain and 
simple point of view like this can be useful for seeing through the ava-
lanche of words in a play, especially one by Shakespeare. Whatever 
the case may be, more analyses and rehearsal always lie ahead to 
fine-tune over-hasty or inaccurate conclusions. Action Analysis is still 
provisional, and meant to be changed.

2. Reviewing the Facts
Reviewing the facts means trying to understand the reasons and 
motives behind the facts and events of the play by asking Who, 
What, Where, When, Why, How, and What for. As a stand-alone pro-
cess, reviewing the facts is used regularly throughout Action Analysis, 
and a convenient opportunity arises just after identifying the external 
events. We already performed an abbreviated review of the facts for 
1,1, when seeking to understand the external events in that scene. Just 
now we are approaching the task in a more organized manner.
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Who are the characters? Denmark’s royal family and their official 
attendants and security guards, in addition to Norway’s new ruler 
and his army.

What is happening? The new king summons the young prince and 
heir-apparent from college to attend his father’s untimely funeral, his 
uncle’s opportunistic coronation, and his mother’s surprising mar-
riage to his uncle. Unlike everyone else at court, Hamlet is unwilling 
to accept the fact that his uncle murdered his father, married his 
mother, and usurped the throne.

Where does the action occur? The royal castle of Denmark, the sur-
rounding territory, and nearby harbor.

When does the action occur? Presumably during the late medi-
eval period but expressed through the imagination of an English 
Renaissance playwright.

Why does it happen? It is a sudden “regime change” in which the 
Ghost of Hamlet’s father expects his son to avenge his murder, while 
the young man is conflicted about carrying out such a complicated 
and ethically ambiguous responsibility.

How does it happen? The King demands to move forward with the 
critical affairs of state, but the strange and unpredictable behavior of 
the young prince is making life worrisome for everyone.

For what purpose does it happen? The young prince is obsessed 
with getting at the truth behind everyone’s astonishingly indifferent 
(to him) behavior.

Periodically reviewing the facts as more information collects helps 
actors, directors, and designers to keep track of the big picture, which 
is not always easy to do in the hustle and bustle of preparing a play 
for production. Adding a complete formal review of the facts to the 
growing catalog of information at this point creates a solid founda-
tion from which to embark on the following parts of Action Analysis, 
which are not so readily apparent.

3. Seed
Action Analysis also looks for a distinctive pattern that is latent in the 
external events up to now. At first, it may seem that literary scholars 
have already covered this ground. A search for Hamlet in the Modern 
Language Association database, for example, lists over 3,000 articles 
on subjects (patterns) ranging from afterlife and allegory to violence 
and wordplay. Hamlet contains many, many patterns, but there is a 
difference between a pattern as a literary motif and the special kind of 
pattern called for in Action Analysis. The dictionary states that a motif 
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is “a recurring prominent thematic element.” Searching for interest-
ing motifs is standard practice in literary scholarship, where the goal 
is intellectual insights. The question for actors, directors, and design-
ers is not what motifs take account of, not what motifs include, but 
what they exclude. The point is that motifs cover just part of a work. 
In the theatre, the whole play has to be produced, not just the parts 
that match up with a motif. By relying too much on literary motifs, 
actors, directors, and designers may be led to assume that the rest of 
the work is merely padding for the sake of entertainment. Or worse, 
lapses on the part of the dramatist. Or worse still, they might apply 
additional literary motifs to fill the “vacant” parts, a practice that 
would undermine the artistic unity of the play.

The question clears up when we think about the nature of pattern 
in drama. While a motif may illuminate one or two “thematic elements,” 
the special pattern sought in play analysis, in Action Analysis, ought 
to illuminate the entire play. The creative processes of actors, direc-
tors, and designers require a steady, consecutive embodiment of this 
pattern into a unified representation. Action Analysis expedites this 
process by using an analytic concept called the seed, which provides 
a concise vision of the whole play. Formalist Analysis makes use of 
a comparable pattern through the concepts of super-objective and 
main idea, which will be covered in subsequent chapters.

How to find and identify this seed? Signs can be seen in the 
so-called hamartia (hah-mahr-tee-uh) or “tragic flaw,” a concept 
Aristotle used to identify a particular trait in the hero that brings 
about her/his downfall. Even in comedies, farces, romances, and 
tragicomedies, every hero has a “flaw” that stands in the way of 
achieving her/his super-objective. The hero is stuck, unable to grow 
or succeed on account of this unacknowledged weakness. Russian 
director Kama Ginkas views the “tragic flaw” as a violation or 
neglect of one of the Ten Commandments from the Bible, Torah, 
and Koran—commandments such as “You shall not kill” or “You 
shall not commit adultery” (Ginkas, 2003: 204–205). Bear in mind, 
though, that the hero’s character flaw is certainly not always tragic 
or sinful. Many times it is a difference in social standards arising 
from inexperience or ignorance, an error of common sense, a bias 
in temperament, or wrongdoing.

In any case, the hero’s character flaw is by its very nature the pri-
mary source of conflict and therefore the driving force of the play. By 
this logic, Nemirovich-Danchenko reasoned that the hero’s character 
flaw is not only a trait of the hero but also the essence of all the events 
of the play. In other words, Nemirovich-Danchenko took the tragic 
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flaw associated with the protagonist and repurposed it for shaping 
a vision of the whole play. This expanded, unifying function of the 
tragic flaw Nemirovich-Danchenko called the seed. The seed of the 
play is its emotional and intellectual essence. A seed in nature is 
a source of development and growth, Nemirovich-Danchenko said, 
and the seed of a play is the source of its development and growth as 
a creative work. In the finest and subtlest plays, it is possible to lose 
sight of the seed, but it is always present, nonetheless.

To explain this repurposing of the hero’s character flaw as the seed, 
Nemirovich-Danchenko cited Leo Tolstoy’s novel Anna Karenina 
(1876), which is about a disastrous love affair. As a consequence, 
“passion” (sexual desire) is Anna’s tragic flaw and the essence of the 
whole story (Nemirovich-Danchenko, 1984: 201–205). Notice that 
this seed is also the reference point for the commandment “You 
shall not commit adultery.” Passion explains the nature of Anna’s 
violation of this commandment, while at the same time exposing 
her society’s attitude (social standard) toward passion and her behav-
ior. We may barely perceive this clearly in the pages of the novel 
because we become so involved in the particulars of life presented 
there. So much is happening from page to page as we observe how 
the characters under- or overrate the influence of this commandment 
in their social relationships or when they hide behind extenuating 
circumstances to explain it away. Much of the action may show little 
outward connection to the seed of passion, but all the same, passion 
is what holds it all together.

What sort of troublesome “character flaw” is found in Hamlet? 
A careful reading of 1,2 shows what is troubling him even before 
he learns about his father’s murder. He suggests what this might be 
when his mother scolds him for mourning his father’s death too 
unreasonably and too openly [emphasis below added]:

QUEEN. Good Hamlet, cast thy nighted color off,

And let thine eye look like a friend on 

Denmark.

Do not for ever with thy vailed lids

Seek for thy noble father in the dust.

Thou know’st ‘tis common. All that lives 

must die,

Passing through nature to eternity.

HAMLET. Ay, madam, it is common.

QUEEN. If it be,

Why seems it so particular with thee?
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HAMLET. seems, madam, Nay, it is. I know not 

‘seems.’

‘Tis not alone my inky cloak, good mother,

Nor customary suits of solemn black,

Nor windy suspiration of forc’d breath,

No, nor the fruitful river in the eye,

Nor the dejected havior of the visage,

Together with all forms, moods, shapes of 

grief,

That can denote me truly. These indeed 

seem,

For they are actions that a man might play;

But I have that within which passeth show,

These but the trappings and the suits of woe.

Hamlet is insulted and angered that anyone would think him capa-
ble of falsely “seeming” (pretending, faking) anything, much less his 
feelings for his father. This accusation is particularly hurtful coming 
as it does from his mother, whom Hamlet loves but already suspects 
of deceit herself. At the end of the scene, he expresses his anger in a 
famous soliloquy (“O, that this too, too solid flesh would melt . . .”). 
Evaluating Gertrude’s hypocrisy, Hamlet cannot comprehend why 
she would so soon forget her first husband—whom she “seemed” to 
love—and then straight away marry her brother-in-law, no less. How 
could she change her affections so quickly? Either she was lying then, 
or she is lying now. “Frailty, thy name is woman!” What is angering 
Hamlet is dishonesty—that of Gertrude, Claudius, and all the palace 
cronies who colluded with them in this remarkable regime change.

Hamlet’s obsession with stamping out dishonesty leads to the 
character flaw and seed of idealism. Hamlet’s obsession is a seri-
ous character flaw (albeit unknowingly) because it puts his idealism 
above everything else, disregarding the human costs. Let’s explain. 
The dictionary defines idealism as the practice of forming behavioral 
standards from abstract ideas and, for better or worse, living entirely 
under their influence. Hamlet is not just an idealist but an obsessive 
idealist, as evidenced by his continual attempts at self-evaluation. 
Thus, obsessive idealism is a truth so sure of itself that it needs no 
proof. Hamlet demonstrates all these traits in his obsession with 
exposing deceit, regardless of its possible justification.

His is the fate of an obsessive idealist in an unidealistic special 
world. In search of what Hamlet imagines to be the truth, he repre-
sents the actions of others as they might or should be rather than as 
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they are or must be; his obsessive idealism conflicts with real-world 
facts; and he is obsessed with an idea (“truth”), while almost throw-
ing away his life (and that of others) in its pursuit. With the possible 
exception of Oedipus and Sherlock Holmes, Hamlet is perhaps the 
most obsessive truth seeker in all literature.

If idealism is an accurate formulation of the seed, by definition, 
it will function as the inward bond of all the successive events in 
the play. Understandably, here is where reviewing the facts becomes 
useful once again. Earlier, we reviewed the facts to identify external 
events. At this point, we are reviewing the facts to test and hopefully 
validate the seed as idealism. Reviewing the facts is in narrative form 
this time, instead of a strict list as before.

Hamlet has returned from the University of Wittenberg to attend 
his father’s funeral, his uncle’s coronation, and his mother’s remar-
riage. Hamlet is a prince, he is young, and he has led a privileged life. 
He loves books, music, and theatre. Moreover, he is under the influ-
ence of the radical idealism from his college classes, particularly the 
study of philosophy, which has an unusual fascination for him. He is 
inexperienced in love and other aspects of the real world as well, spe-
cifically the rough-and-tumble of politics and statecraft. On the other 
hand, Hamlet is no fool. He may lack real-world experience, but he 
makes up for this with superior intelligence, sensitivity, and percep-
tion. Hamlet is practically a poet or philosopher in his sensitivity to 
the subtleties of human motives and behavior. He is also loyal and 
kind. In 3,2, Ophelia, who is in love with him of course, considers 
him noble, a courtier (gentleman), a soldier (an excellent fencer), a 
scholar, and handsome, witty, poetic, athletic, and fashionable. He 
attracts attention wherever he goes. Like certain modern royals every-
one recognizes, everyone loves and admires him. Prince Hamlet!

For all Hamlet’s apparent personal advantages, however, it seems 
as though he comes from another planet. He does come from another 
world, from the future, from the Renaissance, where radical ideal-
ists like himself insist on the dignity and unlimited potential of the 
individual human being. Here on earth, he is attempting to come 
to terms with his father’s traditional feudal ideals, namely the self-
ish, brutal, practical ideals that form the framework of the play. His 
radical idealism cannot tolerate the atmosphere of lies, murder, cor-
ruption, careless love, disloyalty, hypocrisy, apathy, philistinism, sin, 
and the rest, which characterize much of human life on earth, or at 
least it may be so in Denmark. He lives in a bubble and must breathe 
a particular kind of pure air to survive—the atmosphere of obsessive 
idealism. He is a perfectionist with high standards. If he loves, it must 
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be pure love. His friendships must be loyal and without constraint. 
If he feels an emotion, it must be genuine, never forced or affected. If 
he speaks, it must always be the unvarnished truth. Even his mastery 
of fencing must be letter perfect. Moreover, he has a ruthless con-
science to keep watch over his high ideals. Regrettably, he expects 
others to hold the same ideals as he does, and he can be cruel to them 
if they do not live up to his standards. Indeed, Hamlet might even be 
a little proud of his radical idealism. After all, he must be an excep-
tional individual to have such lofty standards. (“I have that within 
which passeth show.”) Doesn’t he accept the dueling challenge as an 
opportunity to show off just a little before Claudius and the court? 
Sorry to say, Hamlet’s ideal world does not exist, either in Denmark 
or anywhere else on this earth. It is a figment of his untested and 
over-heated idealism. In the end, of course, he becomes aware of 
this problematic character trait, this wrongdoing, this “flaw” in his 
character. His idealism may have been radical and even impossible, 
but at least he stood up for something important—the pursuit of 
truth. Paraphrasing an American politician, Hamlet might have said: 
“Idealism in defense of truth is no vice!”

This review of the facts shows how a simple seed like radical ide-
alism can develop into a vast, complex play, become filled with 
meaning, and grow to be a brilliant work of art. Naturally, there is 
no uniformity of opinion about Hamlet, and there are undoubtedly 
other ways to describe its seed. Rigorous attention to each scene of 
Hamlet supports the finding that idealism—for, against, and every-
thing in between—resonates throughout the play. Idealism is the 
play’s “DNA,” so to speak, providing the “genetic code” that governs 
the actor/character’s development, director’s plan, and designers’ 
image-making.

4. Chain of Internal Events
Internal events connect the external events firmly to the seed, mak-
ing all the events work together toward a single core of meaning. 
This step of Action Analysis provides another opportunity for review-
ing the facts, this time to make sure the specified seed is indeed a 
“pre-existing condition” connecting the external events.

In 1,1, Horatio encounters the Ghost. The focus of the seed here is 
Horatio, who, as Marcellus says, does not believe in ghosts. Horatio, 
like Hamlet, is a student at the University of Wittenberg, where he 
learned about the new “rational thinking” emergent in philosophy at 
the time and was fascinated by it. Moreover, since there is no place 
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for the supernatural in rational thinking, Horatio does not believe in 
ghosts. The guards, Barnardo and Marcellus, are less formally edu-
cated, but they have the advantage of real-life experience. They have 
seen the Ghost. For the first time, Horatio’s ideal of rational think-
ing comes face to face with something he cannot explain. He is so 
unnerved that he cannot bring himself even to say the word ghost: he 
calls it a “thing” and an “illusion.” Accordingly, we can express the 
internal event in 1,1—the connection between the external event and 
the seed—as “The Ghost defies Horatio’s rational idealism.” In this 
scene, idealism is confirmed a “pre-existing condition” and conse-
quently a useful seed.

In the latter part of 1,2, Horatio informs Hamlet about the Ghost. 
Hamlet’s idealism was already challenged by his mother and step-
father earlier in the scene; now he learns from his best friend that a 
“figure” or “apparition” (not a yet ghost) resembling his father has 
appeared to Marcellus and Bernardo the past two nights, although 
it would not speak to them. Hamlet studied Renaissance philoso-
phy with Horatio, and he does not accept ghosts as real either. 
Perhaps both friends feel a little ridiculous even talking about it. 
Nevertheless, it looked like Hamlet’s deceased father and seemed to 
be searching for someone, doubtless Hamlet himself. Five shocks to 
Hamlet’s idealism occur in this scene: Claudius usurps the throne, 
mourning is cut short for his dead father, his mother is unfaithful, 
his return to Wittenberg is forbidden, and now what seems to be an 
“apparition” of his father has appeared. Therefore, idealism continues 
to be a useful seed.

If idealism as a valid seed for the entire play, the following sequence 
emerges with external events verbally connected to their correspond-
ing internal events through the seed.

1,1 External event: The Ghost appears to Horatio.
 Internal event: The Ghost shocks Horatio’s idealism.
1,2 External event: Claudius takes over the throne.
 Internal event: Hamlet’s defends his idealism.
1,3 External event: Polonius warns Ophelia against Hamlet
 Internal event: Polonius undermines Ophelia’s idealism.
1,4 External event: Hamlet meets the Ghost.
 Internal event: The Ghost incites Hamlet’s idealism.
1,5 External event: Hamlet learns that Claudius murdered his father.
 Internal event: The Ghost challenges Hamlet’s idealism.
2,1 External event: Ophelia alerts Polonius about Hamlet’s behavior
 Internal event: Polonius undermines Ophelia’s idealistic love.
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2,2 External event: Claudius orders Rosencrantz and Guildenstern 
to spy on Hamlet

 Internal event: Hamlet tests his idealism on Rosencrantz and 
Guildenstern

3,1 External event: Claudius and Polonius eavesdrop on Hamlet 
and Ophelia.

 Internal event: Hamlet scolds Ophelia for betraying their 
idealistic love.

3,2 External event: The “mousetrap scene.”
 Internal event: Hamlet tests and celebrates the apparent suc-

cess of his idealism.
3,3 External event: Claudius attempts to pray.
 Internal event: Hamlet attempts to put his ideals into action.
3,4 External event: Gertrude appeals to Hamlet.
 Internal event: Hamlet scolds Gertrude for betraying her ideals.
4,1 External event: Claudius takes action.
 Internal event: Claudius fortifies himself against Hamlet’s 

idealism.
4,2 External event: Rosencrantz and Rosencrantz capture Hamlet.
 Internal event: Hamlet mocks the cynicism of Rosencrantz and 

Rosencrantz.
4,3 External event: Claudius sends Hamlet to England.
 Internal event: Idealistic Hamlet ridicules cynical Claudius.
4,4 External event: Hamlet crosses paths with Fortinbras.
 Internal event: Hamlet compares his idealism with that of 

Fortinbras.
4,5 External event: Laertes returns to Elsinore and witnesses 

Ophelia’s insanity.
 Internal event: Laertes’ gullible idealism and Ophelia’s naïve 

idealism.
4,6 External event: Horatio learns Hamlet has returned.
 Internal event: Horatio fears Hamlet has given up his idealism.
4,7 External event: Claudius and Laertes conspire to murder Hamlet.
 Internal event: Claudius cynically manipulates Laertes’ trustful 

idealism.
5,1 External event: Hamlet learns of Ophelia’s death.
 Internal event: Hamlet realizes his idealism has resulted in 

Ophelia’s suicide.
5,2 External event: Hamlet agrees to a sporting duel with Laertes.
 Internal event: Hamlet comes to terms with his obsessive idealism.
5,3 External event: Hamlet slays Claudius.
 Internal event: Hamlet’s newly compassionate idealism is tested.
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The chain of internal events confirms that idealism is a functioning 
seed for Hamlet. Forcing the seed to reveal its inward connecting 
role in each external event makes it possible to act, direct, and 
design a play according to the inherent unity of all its parts as 
against a collection of literary subjects.

5. Three Major Climaxes
The three major climaxes mark out the beginning, middle, and 
end of the play, each one expressing the essence of the section it 
represents. Regardless of complexity, simplicity, or style, every play 
goes through three stages in which it emerges (beginning), develops 
(middle), and concludes (end). By imagining the beginning, middle, 
and end smoothly changing from one into another, actors, directors, 
and designers can follow the primary “arc” (development) of the play 
without getting lost in the details.

Reviewing the facts in Hamlet will help to identify its three major 
climaxes and the sections of the play they represent. While Hamlet 
remains unaware of his father’s murder, he does not yet feel the need 
for decisive action. He needs a stronger motive if he is to do more 
than mourn his father’s death, scowl at his uncle’s indifference, and 
lament his mother’s faithlessness. This motive arises in 1,5 when the 
Ghost reveals the precise circumstances of his murder. It’s one thing for 
Claudius and Gertrude to show indifference to King Hamlet’s death, 
but it is another thing altogether to have murdered him. The Ghost-
King informs Hamlet of this event, using shock tactics to incite Hamlet 
into taking concrete action. “Remember me!” the Ghost cries out.

Here is the first major climax, which critics also call the inciting 
action since it incites the protagonist to take action. With perhaps too 
much rhetoric, Hamlet swears to give up mourning and moralizing, 
and devote himself to avenging his father’s murder. This climax is the 
essence of the beginning section of the play, which begins with the 
first appearance of the Ghost (1,1) and ends with Hamlet’s one and 
only encounter with Ophelia (3,1). The events in this section—let’s 
call it “Hamlet investigates the facts”—are a powerful wake-up call 
for Hamlet’s idealism, even as Ophelia’s seeming duplicity is a power-
ful signal for him to quit investigating and take action.

Events begin to accelerate toward the second major climax when 
the Players arrive. Hamlet is stirred by the First Player’s passionate 
recital of a passage from Homer’s Iliad and reminded of the Trojan 
horse “mousetrap” used by the Greeks. Accordingly, he plans a risky 
mousetrap of his own through the performance of a play intended 
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to expose Claudius. His next scene with the Players is the so-
called “Mousetrap Scene,” where the Players enact “The Murder of 
Gonzago,” exposing Claudius’s treachery. Here is the second major 
climax, a crucial turning point in the action since it shows the appar-
ent victory of Hamlet’s idealistic search for the truth. This climax is 
the essence of the middle section of the play, which starts with the 
arrival of the Players (3,2) and concludes when “Hamlet’s encoun-
ters Fortinbras” (4,4). We might call the middle section “Hamlet 
plans a trap.”

There is little doubt the third major climax is 5,2, where all the com-
peting forces of the story clash with each other. Four deaths, the collapse 
of the monarchy, three family dynasties shattered, and a regime change 
would be a climactic event under any circumstances. This climax is the 
essence of the end section of the play, which starts with Hamlet’s return 
to Elsinore (4,5) and concludes with the so-called “duel” scene (5,2). 
This section might be called, “Hamlet lets things happen.”

A recap of the three major climaxes looks something like the follow-
ing. Notice each climax also marks a significant stage in the development 
of Hamlet’s idealism, effectively the development of his conscience:

• Beginning (1,1–3,1): Hamlet investigates the facts.
{ First major climax of the play: Hamlet promises revenge.

• Middle (3,2–4,4): Hamlet plans a trap.
{ Second major climax of the play: Hamlet exposes Claudius.

• End section (4,5–5,2): Hamlet looks anew at himself.
{ Third major climax of the play: Hamlet is murdered even 

as he slays Claudius.

Study of the three major climaxes and their associated sections of 
the play shows that Hamlet shares the same progressive beginning-
middle-end development as that of all effective plays.

Awareness of the play’s developing structure is called “perspec-
tive,” meaning the accurate correlation of the events of a play in 
performance. Perspective, Stanislavsky said, is necessary

so that, at any given moment, we keep thinking about the 
future [outcome of the play], that we marshal our inner creative 
forces and outer means of expression, so that we can properly 
order them and see the value of the raw material [we have 
accumulated] with some intelligence.

(Stanislavsky, 2008: 461)
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Likewise, actor-teacher Michael Chekhov taught “the law of triplicity” 
(beginning, middle, end) to help actors to envision the basic emo-
tional outline of the play without being caught up in its particulars.

6. Theme
Like the seed, the theme passes through the entire play, an attrib-
ute that makes its definition possible here: The theme represents 
the outcome of the seed, typically the opposite value of the hero’s 
character flaw. Let’s return to Hamlet to explain.

Seeing as idealism could be a valid seed for many plays besides 
Hamlet (for example, Oedipus Rex, The Wild Duck, Machinal, Top Girls, 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead, and more), what is distinctive 
about the outcome of idealism in Hamlet? A review of the facts shows that 
Hamlet begins in a state of emotional agitation, which is worsened by an 
over-heated sense of right and wrong. His awkward and self-destructive 
progress from no-holds-barred idealism toward a more compassionate 
view of life comprises the primary action of the play. If the theme is an 
opposite value of idealism, then the theme of Hamlet could be expressed, 
if only for learning purposes, as the costs of idealism; that is, the unin-
tended consequences of an idealism that obstructs the ability to see 
things as they are and judge them well. The energy that Hamlet expends 
in the service of what he idealistically believes to be his duty leads to a 
hardening of his heart toward everything outside that duty.

While Hamlet’s obsessive idealism is the ideological core of the 
play, the other characters may be seen as ideological radials, so to 
speak, spreading out from Hamlet each according to their perspective 
on idealism. Claudius is a cynic (idealism is impractical) who evalu-
ates everything exclusively by its success or failure in real life. Laertes 
and perhaps Gertrude are gullible idealists. Ophelia is a naïve idealist. 
Horatio is a compassionate idealist. Fortinbras is a shrewd idealist. 
The Players are artistic idealists. Even the Gravedigger has his part—as 
the wise idealist.

The point is that Hamlet’s obsessive idealism has proven to be 
cold-hearted and deadly. He confesses this to Horatio (see 5,2) as he 
begins to consider a more compassionate viewpoint. In any case, this 
is the prevalent view of the play. Alternatively, some critics and direc-
tors interpret Shakespeare as a modernist expressing the same kind of 
darkly ironic sensibility as that found, for example, in the absurdist 
plays of Samuel Becket. This interpretation may have the same seed 
as our model Hamlet—idealism, aiming for perfection—however, it 
expresses a wholly different theme: senseless idealism. According to 
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this theme, idealism is a cruel hoax foisted on a gullible Hamlet (per-
haps the fate of Laertes in our model). This interpretation may not be 
widely held, yet it deserves attention because it originates from facts 
from the play itself, not laid on externally or after the fact. Shared 
seeds with opposing themes show that the purpose of play analysis is 
not to obtain a single definitive interpretation of a play but so far as 
possible an accurate and consistent one.

7. Super-Objective
The theme is a summary statement of the play’s meaning. However, 
it remains just that—a fixed intellectual summary. In performance, 
however, the theme needs to reveal itself through the actions the 
characters perform over time. The super-objective is a concept that 
embraces the theme, but also returns a sense of action and forward 
motion to the play. The super-objective is the protagonist’s all-
inclusive goal; it is the theme expressed as what the main character 
is striving to accomplish. Sometimes it is said that the super-objective 
originates from the play itself instead of from the protagonist, but 
this is a distinction without a difference. By its very nature, the prin-
cipal meaning of a play is embodied in its protagonist. Supporting 
characters also have their super-objectives (all-inclusive goals), but 
in Action Analysis, they are less crucial at this point because they are 
always thematically subordinate to that of the protagonist.

Hamlet’s super-objective is “to put things right,” or put another 
way, “to find out why things have gone wrong.” He says so him-
self in the text: “O cursed spite/That ever I was born to set it right!” 
(1,5,215–216). Hamlet seeks to determine why the world does not 
work according to his ideals, and he wants to change the world to 
make it do so.

Reviewing the facts confirms that Hamlet is setting things right 
throughout the play. He sets things right by rashly promising to 
carry out the Ghost’s demands; by frankly rebuking the hypocrisy 
of Polonius, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, Ophelia, and Gertrude; 
and above all by pitilessly exposing Claudius’s machinations in the 
“mousetrap scene.” Hamlet’s obsessive idealism drives him to imag-
ine that with enough effort he can set everything right merely by 
revealing it as wrong. Instead, to his dismay, each push of his to set 
things right exposes even more deceit, lust, corruption, apathy, syco-
phancy, intrigue, and stupidity. Hamlet faces an impossible amount 
of lies and hypocrisy to set right. However, this does not deter him 
from his super-objective, at least until the very end, when he begins 
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to recognize the unexpected outcomes of his obsession. A further 
review of the facts shows the relationship of Hamlet’s super-objective 
to that of the other characters in the play. All of them seek to set 
things right as well, though for different reasons, in different ways, 
and certainly with different outcomes.

8. Through-Action
At this point, Action Analysis seeks to understand Hamlet as a 
complete story once again, a concise report of a specific character 
continually performing a particular action within specific circum-
stances. The seed, three major climaxes, theme, and super-objective 
are useful formulations up to a point. Helpful as they are, they are 
still mental concepts. For play production, concepts need to be trans-
lated from the abstract to the concrete, from the realm of ideas 
into the field of human behavior. The through-action—sometimes 
called the through-line of action or unbroken line—fulfills this task. 
The through-action is a description of what the protagonist con-
tinually does to the antagonist to achieve his/her super-objective. 
Notice the through-action does not include the super-objective but 
only expresses the action used to achieve it. Why? The through-
action takes place in the actual present, whereas the super-objective 
lies ahead in the abstract future. Incidentally, the through-action is 
also an essential concept in film and television where it is called the 
premise or logline.

Let’s review the facts again here, except thanks to the previous steps 
of Action Analysis we now have a more wide-ranging grasp of the 
play. Who is Hamlet? Young, obsessively idealistic, devoted to art, 
philosophy, theology, and poetry. What is he doing? Searching for 
dishonesty and trying to wipe it out. Where is he doing it? The cor-
rupt royal court of Denmark. When is he doing it? At a turbulent time 
when war threatens Denmark from abroad, and his cynical uncle has 
taken over the throne by treachery and deceit. How does he do it? 
At times sensitive and unfeeling, elegant and clumsy, impulsive and 
brooding, anguished and happy, graceful and graceless, tender and 
violent. Why is he doing it? His exacting conscience compels him to 
do it, and his father, to whom he is devoted, has ordered him to do 
it. His task is both a moral and a royal duty. For what purpose is he 
doing it? To get at the truth amid all the lies.

Reviewing the facts leads to the through-action, a one-sentence 
explanation of what happens in the play: An obsessively idealistic prince 
exposes a criminal usurper. Notice the one-sentence arrangement: 
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subject (Hamlet), pro-active action (exposes), and object (criminal 
usurper). This single sentence contains all the parts of Action Analysis 
in latent form. It suggests but does not necessarily verbalize Hamlet’s 
super-objective, only the behavioral action he uses to accomplish it—
to provoke (stimulate a reaction). It indicates that Hamlet could do 
much damage with his provocations, not only to himself but also to 
others (including his lover) and his country. From this single sen-
tence, one can also work out the seed, theme, super-objective, and 
even hints of the three major climaxes.

Furthermore, the through-action sentence preserves the tragic tone 
of the play. Not everyone will agree with this formulation, but its 
purpose and the working process behind it are laid out in any case: 
protagonist + pro-active action + object. Adding the risks involved 
(preparations for war, remarriage of the former queen to her for-
mer brother-in-law, the cooperation of the political leaders and 
their hangers-on) could help to strengthen this formulation of the 
through-action.

The through-action is a challenging concept. Condensing ninety 
pages of play into one sentence and filling it with the power to sum-
marize and attract is surprisingly hard to do. It is difficult to develop 
an effective through-action when each part of a play requires so much 
individualized attention. Extracting the crucial elements and omitting 
everything else seems like doing the play an injustice. Then again, an 
effective through-action is vital to an accurate understanding of the 
play. As a concise summing up of what the story is about, it is some-
thing to keep in mind, especially throughout the general disorder and 
confusion of the rehearsal period.

9. Counter Through-Action
As often happens in life, every action in a play meets with a counter-
action, which destroys, challenges, strengthens, or transforms it. As 
the name suggests, the counter through-action is a description of 
what the antagonist continually does to the protagonist to achieve 
his/her super-objective. The counter through-action creates the 
play’s central conflict, without which there is no play in the accepted 
sense because there is no central conflict.

Again, review the facts. Who is Claudius? Denmark’s new king, 
brother and assassin of the recent king, uncle to the heir-apparent 
prince, and new husband of his brother’s widow. What is he doing? 
Strengthening and protecting his tenuous position. Where is he 
doing it? In a palace in feudal Denmark threatened by war. When is he 
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doing it? Shortly following the mysterious death of the former king 
(a legendary conqueror), and during a time of political tension with 
neighboring Norway. How does he do it? By alternately threaten-
ing and appeasing the fears of court insiders. Why does he do it? For 
power and the former king’s wife. For what purpose is he doing it? 
To protect his tenuous position. This review of the facts leads to the 
following counter through-action: A strong-minded new king conspires 
against a naïve and hyper-sensitive prince and rightful heir. Notice the 
attention to Claudius’s ethics in this through-action sentence, an eth-
ics of power that both challenges Hamlet’s idealism and ultimately 
transforms it. Once more, this definition is not meant to be authorita-
tive, but merely an object lesson about the process used to determine 
the counter through-action.

§

This chapter completes the study of Action Analysis. The next chapters 
describe formalist play analysis, which starts by analyzing plays from 
the very beginning—“returning to the foot of the mountain,” so to 
speak—building fact upon fact in search of a vision of the whole 
play once again, though by a different route. Action Analysis is not 
a prerequisite for Formalist Analysis. However, if Action Analysis 
takes place before the formalist process, it can provide a “base station” 
for the more wide-ranging formalist method. Both approaches are 
formalist in that they acknowledge the significance of form (the 
arrangement of parts) in a play and rely on information in the play 
itself sooner than outside sources. Both methods together are close 
to a rounded whole.

Summary
Action Analysis is a specially reduced type of Formalist Analysis 
based primarily on the events in the plot. Events are turning points 
in the course of the stage action that change the behavior of all who 
are present. External events are social exchanges that change the 
behavior of everyone present. Reviewing the facts means trying to 
understand the reasons and motives behind the facts and events of 
the play by asking who, what, where, when, why, how, and what for. 
The seed of the play is its main emotional and conflictful essence 
and the source of the author’s perspective. Internal events connect 
the external events firmly to the seed, making all the events work 
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together toward a single core of meaning. The three major climaxes 
mark out the beginning, middle, and end sections of the play, each 
one expressing the essence of the section it represents. The theme 
represents the outcome of the seed, typically the opposite value of 
the hero’s character flaw. The super-objective is the protagonist’s all-
inclusive goal; it is the theme expressed as what the main character is 
striving to accomplish. The through-action is a description of what 
the protagonist continually does to the antagonist to achieve his/her 
super-objective. The counter through-action is a description of what 
the antagonist regularly does to the protagonist to accomplish his/
her super-objective.

Exercises for a Scene or Short Play
1. Chain of external events. What are the external events, those social 

exchanges that change characters most? How are they arranged in 
order? Descriptions should be short and snappy, without resorting 
to abstract or literary words. What do the external events require 
from or suggest about the physical production?

2. Reviewing the facts. Who are the most important characters in each 
external event? What are they doing in practical terms of behavior? 
Where are they doing it, in what physical environment? When are 
they doing it? Why are they doing it? How are they doing it, in what 
manner emotionally? For what purpose are they doing it? Again, the 
responses should be short and snappy, not bookish. What elements 
of the physical production are required or suggested by reviewing 
the facts?

3. Seed. What is the main character flaw of the protagonist, the 
specific trait that leads to the success or failure of his/her super-
objective? Explain how this character flaw becomes the seed by 
its influence on all the events and characters in the play. Explain 
how this seed is the philosophical, social, and artistic impulse 
behind the play. A few words, or even one word, will usually be 
enough to describe the seed. (The seed is an extremely important 
concept, but it can be difficult to accept and deal with in a deter-
mined way. Stick-to-itiveness will pay off in the end.) What does 
the seed require from or suggest about the physical production?

4. Chain of internal events. Look for a direct connection between the 
seed and each external event. Be short and snappy, always stating 
the seed itself in the formulation. What elements of the physical 
production are required or suggested by the internal events?
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5. Three major climaxes. What are the three major climaxes (the 
three events of highest dramatic tension or emotional temperature; 
the three major turning points in the action; the essences of the 
beginning, middle, and end)? What sorts of mental associations 
come to mind for each climax?

6. Theme. What is the ultimate fate of the protagonist? Is this fate 
an opposite value of the seed? How may this fate be considered 
the basis of the theme? How do the three major climaxes show 
the progressive development of this theme, in terms of its begin-
ning, middle, and end? What does the theme require from or 
suggest about the physical production?

7. Super-objective. What is the overall goal the protagonist is striv-
ing to accomplish? How is it illustrated in the unfolding action 
of the play? What does the protagonist’s super-objective require 
from or suggest about the physical production?

8. Through-action. What is the protagonist continually doing to the 
antagonist to achieve his/her super-objective? In one sentence, 
formulate the result as a specific character (subject) consistently 
carrying out (pro-active action) toward a particular antagonist 
(object). How are the seed, theme, and super-objective implied in 
this through-action? What does the through-action require from or 
suggest about the physical production?

9. Counter through-action. What is the antagonist continually 
doing to the protagonist to achieve his/her super-objective? In 
one sentence, formulate the result as a specific character perform-
ing a specific continual action under specific circumstances. How 
are the seed, theme, and super-objective implied in this counter 
through-action? What does the through-action require from or 
suggest about the physical production?


