
Melodrama 
 

Definition 
 

 A melodrama is a piece of dramatic or theatrical literature characterized by A) exciting 
events and scenes in which the characters are put into greatly exaggerated danger, and 
B) characters whose emotions are exaggerated and highly dramatic. 

 Melodramas are often characterized as being sensational, with almost hyperbolic 
situations and emotions. They usually end happily in a highly unrealistic manner. Many 
critics today argue that melodramas are cliché, predictable, and lack depth. 

 In history, melodramas were plays with full orchestras and were much like musicals of 
today. However, by the late nineteenth century, melodramas became more noteworthy 
for their exaggeration of emotion and events, also called sensationalism.  

 How can I use this word? Many story-lines and characters can be called melodramatic. 
For example, when characters faint or swoon when they hear bad news, they are being 
melodramatic.  

 
Examples 
 

 Melodramas typically feature a villain, hero, sidekick, and a damsel in distress. Examples 
of melodramas include films such as Its a Wonderful Life. In the film, George Bailey has a 
beautiful family and a steady job at the bank he inherited from his father. The 
competitor bank, however, wants to hire George and eliminate all competition. George 
does the right thing and refuses this backhand offer. The villainous bankers then steal all 
of George's bank's savings. George believes he lost all the money entrusted to him by 
the entire town; his only option is to file for bankruptcy. George feels like a failure to his 
wife, family, and to everyone whose money he lost. He decides to end his life, until his 
guardian angel convinces him otherwise, allowing him to see how valuable his life truly 
is. In an extremely emotional and sentimental ending, all of his family and friends help 
save his bank and he truly realizes it’s a wonderful life. 

 Other examples include the many films that Disney writers base off of history, Greek 
Mythology, or stories by Hans Christian Anderson. Disney butchers most every classic 
tale or historically-based legend into a sentimental melodrama. All feature 
sensationalist action and climaxes. They all present an overwhelming dichotomy of good 
and evil, with heartless villains, self-less heroes who always triumph, and of course, the 
damsel in distress. And finally, no matter how the story might have originally ended, the 
Disney writers vanquished any authenticity by including a sentimental, sappy, 
unrealistic, overly-happy ending characteristic of most every melodrama. 
 

Helpful Links: 
 

 http://www.helpingwritersbecomeauthors.com/2011/07/drama-vs-melodrama-can-you-tell.html 

 http://novaonline.nvcc.edu/eli/spd130et/melodrama.htm 

 http://www.oxfordbibliographies.com/view/document/obo-9780199799558/obo-9780199799558-0042.xml 
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