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The PSH Podcast Series: The Play’s the Thing
Introduction Welcome

This podcast is the ninth in a series on the key elements of playwriting.

The Learning Aids

Eachpodcasthasabriefhandoutthatgoeswithitwhichwillmakeiteasierfor youto
follow along with the content. Thisis that handout.

Thehandoutlistskeypointsandmakesiteasiertofollowalongwiththepodcast,
particularlyifyouareavisuallearner. Youmaywishto printoutthe handout,
especiallyifyouaregoingtobelisteningtothepodcastinalocationwhichallows youto
followalong. Thepodcastcanbefollowedwithoutthehandout,soifyou can’tprintit
out,don’tworryaboutit. Occasionalreferencestospecificpage numberswillbe
madeinthepodcastforclarity. Thepodcastincludessome follow-up assignments
which are designed to deepen your understanding of the topic. Those assignments are
alsofoundatthe end of the handout.

Who Am I? (Andrew Black, Playwright and Learning Host)

Andrew Black wrote his first play, a romantic comedy, with a collaborator, Patricia
Milton,in2001. Thatplay(aromanticcomedycalled PornYesterday)wasa finalistina
nationalplaywritingcontestin2002and was producedforthefirst timein2003. Porn
hasnowbeenproducedacrossthecountry. Andrewand Patriciacollaboratedon
threemoreplays,andthenAndrewbegantowriteonhis own. Eventually, he received
an MFA in playwritingin 2012, from Ohio University in Athens, Ohio. Now a resident of
Indianapolis, he teaches at the Indiana Writers Center there. His playsare produced
throughoutthe United States. Andrew also has a degree in Industrial/Organizational
Psychology. He feels that his backgroundininstructionaldesignandhisartistictalent
qualifyhiminaunique waytoteachplaywriting. Formoreinfo,visit
www.andrewblackplaywright.com
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Play Submissions Helper (Series Sponsor)

‘PSH

PSHPodcast.009

PSHisacommunityofmorethan1700playwrights.lIts goal
istohelpplaywrightsrealizetheirdreamofgetting aplay
produced by savingthem hours of time searching for
theaterstowhichworkcanbesubmitted. Forjust
$6.99/month, PSH providesacompendiumofhundreds of
theatersandorganizationsthatareacceptingplay
submissions. It's the perfect system for a busy
playwright who wants to focus on the craft of

writing. Sign up now by going to
www.playsubmissionshelper.com!
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Introduction (Continued)
Podcast Nine Agenda
o Welcome/Start-Up’s
o TheHandout

o WhoAmI? (Yourhost, Andrew Black, playwright, and your sponsor, Play
SubmissionsHelper)

e TheTeaching Examplesinthis Podcast
e Crisis
o WhatlsCrisisand How Does It Function?
o Examples
e Climax
o WhatlsClimaxand How Does It Function?
o Examples
e Resolution
o WhatlsResolutionand Why Is It Important?
o Examples

e HowDoCrisis, ClimaxandResolution Relatetothe OtherKey Elements of
Narrative?

o Crisis, Climax, Resolution in Context
o Crisis, Climax, Resolutionand Theme

e InSummary
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Teaching Examples
Oneofthechallengesofteachingplaywritingisthatitishelpfultouseexamples from
great plays. However, not all playwrights have read all plays. | would suggest that
aspiring playwrights need to familiarize themselves with the great works and, if
need be, seek them out.

Thispodcastwillusefivewell-knownplays/storiesasitsteachingexamples: Shakespeare’s
Hamlet, Lorraine Hansberry’s Raisin in the Sun, Frank Baum’s The WizardofOz(movieversion,
1939),HenrikIbsen’sADoll’sHouse,and Meredith Willson’s The Music Man.

Crisis
What Is Crisis and How Does It Function?

Forthepurposesofthispodcast,lwillbedefiningthesetermsinaspecificway. It is
helpfultonotethatnotalltheoristsusethesetermsthesameway,andsome theorists
refer to these elements by other names.

Inthis podcast, Crisis refers to the final obstacle that the protagonist faces before the
MajorDramaticQuestionisanswered. Theworstpossiblethingthatcould possibly
happentotheprotagonisthappens. Atthe pointofCrisis,something

gets broken that, from the audience’s perspective, can never be fixed. The
audienceshouldberootingfortheprotagonist. Ifproperlybuilt, the protagonist will
haveengenderedagreatdealofempathyfromtheaudiencewhichwillbe rooting for
him / herto fulfill the questand get that thing that he / she thinks will provide peace
ofmind. Often, the playwrightwillhavebuiltanethicalsenseof rightnessaboutthe
guest. Notonlyarewerootingforthe protagonisttogetit, but,insomeway, the
questseemsmorallyjustifiedbynow. Wewantthehero theovercomethemonster,
findthetreasureorbecometheprincess. (Inthecase of a Tragedy, we should be
hoping that somehow at the last minute, the protagonistwillrighttheshipand
preventinevitabledoom.) Thenatthe 11* hour,somethinghappenswhich could
conceivablydashallthosedreams.
Somethingtakesplacewhichwouldseemtomakeitimpossibleforthehero/

heroine to achieve the goal. That is the Crisis.
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TheCrisissignificantlyraisesthesuspenseattheplay’sconclusion. In

most stories,theherowilleventuallyfindawaytoovercomeeventhisfinal obstacle,
buttofullyengagetheaudience’semotions,wemustsuspectandfearthatthe goal
will never be realized. The belief (sometimes mistaken) that the hero / heroine
willnotbeabletoachievethegoalallowstheaudiencetoexperience delight and
surprise when, in fact, the protagonist overcomes the obstacle. There should be agreat
sense of relief whenthe goalisachieved. (Thisphenomenonis partofwhatprovidesthe
audiencewithanemotionalexperienceorcatharsis,in which they have so bonded with
the protagonist psychologically that they feel the pain of loss and the joy of victory.)

Thisemotionaljourneyparallelstheemotionaljourneyoftheaudiencethrough life.
Whateveritisthatanaudience membermaywantinlifeoutsidethetheater
(reconciliationwithalovedone,anewjob,towinacontest),itislikelythatthe
audiencememberwillexperienceupsanddownsonthe pathtothatgoal. At some
point, the audience member may experience circumstances which would on the surface
appeartoscuttle the possibility thatthe goal willbe achieved.

Getting to experience this mini-death of a vision and then, experience its rebirth inthe
theater, parallels experiences that most audience members have had one or more
timesintheirlives (and may be havingastheywatchthe play).

Frequently, less experienced playwrights leave out the crisis, and the play
generallysuffersforit. Theprotagonistisabletoresolvethedilemmatooeasily andto
acertainextentthefunistakenoutofit. Whileatthe pointofCrisis, the protagonist
maybeclosetoachievingthegoal,andtheCrisismaybethathe/she hasachange of
heartatthelastminuteandrunstheriskofruiningeverything.
Here,thecrisisiscausedbythe protagonist’sowncharacter. Thissituation requires
aprotagonistwhowasbuiltwithenoughambivalencethatthisturnof eventsis
believable. Most people experience a high level of ambivalence about getting
somethingtheywantformultiplereasons,andthisambivalencecan reflectan
importantaspectofhumannatureandmakesforamoreinteresting protagonist.
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Climax
What is Climax and How Does It Function

In this podcast, the term Climax refers to the moment when the protagonist
makesadecisivechoicewhichisdesignedtoovercometheobstaclewhich, seemingly,
cannotbe overcome. Typically,thedecisionorchoice made hereisan heroicone. The
protagonistmaygiveuphis/herlifeforsomeoneelse,doesthe thingthathe/shesaid
he/shewouldneverdo, oractsinawaythatisalmostof complete contradiction of
the values that he / she espoused prior to that moment. Thefearfulintellectual
picksupaswordtodobattlewiththedragon, thewomanwhohasbeenlivingasaman
togetwhatshewantsfinallyreveals herselfasawoman, therebelliousteenage
runaway decidesto gobackhomeand face his parents.

Thischoicetypicallyhelpsrevealthethemeorcentralideaoftheplay. Thecore ideais
thatgettingwhatonewants(overcomingthemonster,revealingone’s brilliance,
comingbacktolife)isnotaneasytaskandrequiressacrifice.

Philosophically, things that are worth having usually do not come easily. The play revealsthe
writer’sideaaboutwhatittakestogetwhatonewants.....courage, truthfulness, a
willingness to assume responsibility.

Climaxisimportant because it requires the active protagonist to make a difficult choice.
Theprotagonisthasbeenthestandinfortheaudiencemembersofar, and in making
this choice, the protagonist fulfills the audience’s need to overcomeandachieve.
Italsoprovidesinsightintowhatmightberequiredif audience membersareto
overcome and achieve.

Further,sinceClimaxislinkedtotheunderlyingmeaningassociatedwiththe story, it
elevatesthematerial. Iftheaudiencehasbeensittingwatchingthestory forsome
time,investinginwhattheyhaveseen,theclimaxprovidesthe payoff fortheaudience
andtakesthecontenttoahigherlevel. Itstopsbeingjustastory and becomes a story
about something.
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Resolution

What Is Resolution and How Does It Function?

Resolution, then, is where the audience gets information that helps them
understand the meaning of what they have seen. Here, the playwrightillustrates a
pointofviewaboutlifethroughthe metaphoriclens of the conclusion ofthe story.
Thesequenceis: Aterribleobstacleisencountered(Crisis),andaheroic actionis
engagedin(Climax). Theensuingeventsallowtheaudiencetomake conclusions
about what they have seen: Resolution.

Iftheprotagonistwhoperformedanactofcourage,getswhathe/shewantsand has a
happy ending, it probably means that the writer believes that if the audience
member demonstrates courage with respect to an obstacle, the audience
member will likely experience happinessaswell. Perhapsthe

protagonist demonstrates courage and doesn’t get what he / she wants but gets
somethingelsewhichisevenbetter. Inthiscase,themeaningmaybethat courageis
agoodthing,andsometimes,youmustbecarefulwhatyouaskfor.

Typically,intheatre, meaningisrevealed metaphorically. Resolutionworkshand in

handwiththeOldandNewWorldOrder,andmeaningisrevealedindirectly through
story clues provided by the playwright.
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Theaudienceassesseswhattheyseehappeningwiththe

protagonistinthe aftermathoftheClimaxtointerprethowtheprotagonist’sworld
haschangedfor thebetter (orworse)because oftheeventsofthe plot. Usually, the
elements theaudienceweretrackingweresetupearlyintheplayandpayoffduring
this section asthe audience gets to see what happened.

Fortheplaywright,thechallengeofresolutionistakingthestoryandfiguringout what
the protagonist has learned and whether he / she is happy with the outcomeor
not. Oncethatisdone,theplaywrightmustdeterminehowtoreveal thatinformation
totheaudiencewithoutsaying(astheydointhecartoonSouth Park): “Welearned a
lesson here today.....”

Thereareawidevarietyofpossiblearcstothestoryanditsresolution. Thetable below
suggests some possible choice curves for resolving the story.

The protagonist And.... Outcome Example
Gets/Doesn’tGet
Getswhathe/ Is happy Wizard ofOz
shewants (and is better off,
having learned
something)
Doesn’t get what | Gets something else | Ishappyanyway RaisinintheSun,
he / she wants (Or is better Doll’s House,
off....smarter, Music Man,
enlightened, or Christmas Carol
better adjusted)
Getswhathe/ Findsoutitwasn’t | Ishappyanyway August: Osage
shewants all that great (orisinsome County,Good
otherwaybetter People
off)
Getswhathe/ Findsoutitwasn’t | Is tragically Hamlet, Oedipus,
she wants all that great (or unhappy Macbeth,
that there is a big Frankenstein
problem with it)
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HowDoCrisis,ClimaxandResolutionRelatetotheOtherKeyElementsof
Narrative?

Crisis, Climax, Resolution in Context

The by-now familiar graph which follows locates the three conceptsinthe larger
context. CrisisisindicatedbyasinglewordwhichappearsonthePlotarrowat the
upperright. Crisisisthelast obstacle, and the last piece of plot.

Climaxisdepictedasthelargeyellowarrowatthetopright,whichsays “Decision”.
Typically, this point is where the protagonist makes the fateful decision whichis
termed Climax.

Resolutioniseverythingtotheleft of the vertical bluelinetotheright, afterthe Major
DramaticQuestionisanswered. ItbleedsintotheNewWorldOrderasthe audience finds
out happens next, and determines what conclusionsitcan cometo aboutthe protagonist
and the choices the protagonist has made.

PSHPodcast.009 Page 10



“The Play’s The Thing......”

SUBMISSIONS

HELPER
STRUCTURE OF A PLAY: KEY ELEMENTS OF NARRATIVE

How can | find

‘ peace of mind?
* Conceptual Goal

Decision * On-Stage Manifestation
O\’
Disconfirming
Evidence
Protagonist Protagonist

Old World Order New World Order

Intrusion/ Initiating Major Dramatic
Incident Question

Crisis, Climax and Resolution function best if they have been set up. Ifthe prince needs
todemonstratecourageinordertobecomeking,itneedstobesetupin the Old
World Order that he was easily frightened, and his timid nature is reflected
throughout the story as the plot unfolds.

Ifthe heroneedstoshootthemonsterinordertoovercomeit,thenthefactthat the
herodoesnotwanttoshootanyoneshouldclearlybeestablishedearlyon and
reinforced as the plot unfolds.

Crisis, Climax, Resolution and Theme

Noneofthepodcastsuptillnowhaveexplicitlytackledtheissueofthemeand have
primarily focused on storytelling. Theme is usually implicitand revealed through
story and character choices.
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Themeisembeddedinstoriesthatwetellaboutpeople. Thisseries

ofstory elementsfunctionassymbolsthroughwhichthemesarerevealed. Muchlike
dreams, these elements may beselected unconsciouslyand canreveal beliefs or ideas of
whichthewritermayonlydimlyaware. Evenabsurdistplayshavea theme:lifeis
random, meaningless,andabsurdandnomatterwhatyoudo,itwill “get you”.

Itcan be helpfulto considertheme beforetheplayisevenwritten,sothatthe writer
canpointtothethemeasthestoryunfolds. Eachoftheplaysluseas teaching
exampleshasacleartheme: Canlfindhome(Wizard)? Whatdoesit take to be aman
(Raisin)? Whatisthe woman’sroleinamarriage (Doll’s House)? Isitpossibletochange
yourpathandfindloveandhappiness(MusicMan)?ls revengeworthit(Hamlet)?
Eachofthewritershasclearopinionsandtheyare revealedthroughplottingand
throughtheactionsandchoicesthattakeplace during Crisis, Climax and Resolution.

In Summary

Inthis podcast we’vetalked about Crisis, Climaxand Resolution—what theyare andwhy
they are important. We’ve looked at examples of each and seen how thesethree
concepts relate to others we have already talked about. Finally, we talked about
theme,andhowitisrevealed,oftenthroughthesethreeelements.

Joinusforthenextpodcastwhenwewillturnfromstructureandbegintolookat
process as we talk about The Rewrite.

PSH
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Your Assignments

Food for thought.
You may wish to get a “Playwright’s Journal” if you don’t already have one.

1. Thinkaboutaplay,onethatyoureallylike. Seeifyoucanidentifythehow the
elementsof Crisis, Climaxand Resolutionare used. Whatappearstobe the Crisis?
Doesthe Protagonist make adecisionatthe Climax? Whatisit? What is the
protagonist’s world like in the aftermath of that decision (Resolution)?

2. Whatisthedecisive choice the Protagonist makes atthe Climax? Isthat

choiceforeshadowedearlierintheplay? Howdoesthechoiceappear to
relate totheme?
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3. Fortheplayyouareworkingon: consider Crisisand Climax. Whatis the
final obstaclethe protagonistwillencounteronhis/herwayto the
goal? Whatwillgetbrokenthatcanneverbefixed,leadingthe audience
tofearforamomentthatallislost? Whatdecisionwillthe protagonist
make atthat moment to deal with that obstacle?

4. For the play you are working on: Consider Resolution. Does the
protagonistgetwhathe/shewants? Doeshe/shegetsomething else
instead? Isitbetter? Howdoestheprotagonistfeelabouthow
everythingturnedout? Howwillyouletusknowthatwithoutsimply

telling us?

Brought to you by Play Submissions Helper
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