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The play is divided into five acts, but these were divisions imposed by a publisher in 1676, and not something Shakespeare planned himself.  He conceived of his plays as an indivisible organic whole, with each scene flowing naturally into the next.  Many of the divisions are actually counter-productive; some seem particularly arbitrary, such as in Act I, where scenes iv and v are clearly one scene.   
Modern productions tend to follow Elizabethan practice and do without elaborate scene changes.  And of course, film with its immediate transition from one scene to the next is even more suited.  
None of this should be taken to suggest that structure was not important to Shakespeare.  On the contrary, he organised the narrative carefully; but it was the shape of the story, not the need for scene changes, that dictated the shape of the play.  
1. The narrative divides naturally into three basic movements.  Identify them.
2. How many different plot-lines can you identify?  How are they linked?
3. A clear time scheme can be identified: eight days on stage, spread over two to four months.  Give the details of this.
4. The first act is built upon the advice of parents to their children.  Give details.

5. What has been achieved dramatically by the end of Act I?  
6. How does each scene in Act One provide contrasts and/or parallels with the others?
7. What two important functions are served by II.i?
8. In the words of Polonius, Hamlet is a "poem unlimited".  Look at Act II, scene ii, and make a list of the many different things that happen in this scene.
9. What has been achieved dramatically by the end of Act III.i?
10. What is the importance of III.ii in the structure of the drama?  
11. Why is the same story told twice in the play-within-the-play – once in dumb show and again with dialogue?
12. What is the structural purpose of the graveyard scene with the gravediggers?
13. What is the purpose of the opening section of V.ii?
All good writers prepare their readers (or audience) for future events; even surprises should have a sense of inevitability about them.  If you ask, 'How could that have happened', then the writer has not done their job.
When Shakespeare has an event which will happen off-stage, such as the sending of Hamlet to England, he is careful to prepare the audience by repeating the point, often by different characters.  We are told about Hamlet's being sent to England four times – by Claudius three times [III.i; III.iii; IV.iii], and by Hamlet himself [III.iv].
14. Make a note of other events that are prepared for in this way – foreshadowed – in the play.
15. The structure of drama is often action and reaction.  Briefly explain how actions lead to a subsequent reaction.
16. Not all of the action that takes place is shown on stage; much of it is conveyed via reports.  Make a list of the action that is reported rather than shown.
17. A notable feature of the action of the play is the pervasive and oppressive sense of always being watched, of the way so many characters spy on others.  How many examples can you list?
18. What is the function of Fortinbras in the dramatic structure?
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