Dramatic Significance of a Scene or Excerpt

Every line in a Shakespearean play reveals some form of information about a character, the setting, or plot.  The lines themselves may be constructed to promote a certain idea, such as prose speech (written in paragraphs) for commoners or common matters and poetic speech (written in a specific rhythm – iambic pentameter for instance) for royalty or matters of great philosophical weight.  This richness in the dialogue is called dramatic significance.  The dramatic significance of a passage may reveal everything from the personality of the speaker to key moments in the advancement of the plot.  Below are the five categories into which dramatic significance falls:

#1.  Plot:   
-  key points in the plot triangle (exposition, inciting incident, rising 

action, climax, dénouement, catastrophe)

· background (antecedent) information

· offstage information (unseen by audience)

· complications
· advancements of the plot (pushes plot forward)
#2.  Setting:  
- time (Elizabethan era – role of women)


- place (geographical location) – Dunsinane, Inverness, 

- atmosphere (tone, mood, or emotions related to scene:  



foreboding, gloomy, joyous, tense, sombre, jubilant, 



triumphant)


- socioeconomic status (class system:  courtiers (royalty) vs. 



working class)
#3.  Character:
- personality/nature or changes therein


- relationships or changes therein

· motivations

· states of mind or awareness (psychological?  emotional?  intellectual?)

#4.  Theme:

- motif or recurring concrete images often point to a 

particular theme (arising from one of the six central 

concepts:  inescapable quality of fate and destiny, power of ambition, supernatural as perpetuator of disorder, importance of honour and loyalty, the division between the private and public persona, and the allure of temptation to do evil acts.
#5.  Special Dramatic Effects:
- dramatic irony, foreshadowing, 

pathetic fallacy, pathos, comic relief, 


juxtaposition of scenes, soliloquy)


- language literary devices (e.g., allusion, paradox, metaphor/simile, 

personification, oxymoron, metonymy, synecdoche)

Thorough analysis of a passage:

i) State speaker and audience (to whom is he/she speaking?) and context (what is happening at this point?).  
ii) Explain how the passage reveals as many (at least three) of the five levels of dramatic significance as possible.  Make direct connections between the ideas that are being revealed and the phrases and words that Shakespeare employs. Always refer to the audience who is affected by the playwright’s words.

ex:  “Where the place?/  Upon the heath…/  There to meet with Macbeth” (I, i, 6-8).

Here, the witches consult where to meet Macbeth.  The audience learns of the witches’ plans in the exposition which opens the plot of the play.  The witches disclose their intentions to meet with Macbeth, which also shows the audience that they are calculating characters in their actions.  Finally, the eerie mood is established with the foreboding setting meeting of the witches “upon the heath” (7) which carries ominous tones.
