
Basic Elements of a Play

CONFLICT: Conflict is at the heart of all drama, without conflict –
no drama. The four main kinds of dramatic conflict are:

⦁ human vs. human

⦁ human vs. self

⦁ human vs. society

⦁ human vs. environment

In a 10-minute play, we encourage you to explore only the first: 
human vs. human conflict.

SETTING: Setting involves both where and when a play takes 
place. Both of these elements can help to create conflict and a 
fertile environment for the action.

CHARACTERS: Characters are the individuals who bring the 
conflict to life, the ones who take action with the goal of getting 
what they want. Most conflicts will arise from between two 
characters with differing wants. These two characters are referred 
to as the protagonist and antagonist.

⦁ Protagonist: The protagonist is the character with whom the audience 

identifies, seeing the story through his or her point of 
view. Generally, the protagonist’s goal drives the action.

⦁ Antagonist: The antagonist is the character whose desire gets in the 

way of the protagonist, forcing the protagonist to try harder and to 
risk everything to get what he or she wants.

Each character has their own biography, or life story, and uses 
specific tactics to try to get what they want.   Characters speak in 
either dialogue, which is a conversation between two or more 
characters, or monologues, a long speech given by one 
character.

PLOT: Plot is the story and structure of the play. The plot will 
explore the theme, or main idea, of the play. A script can be 
broken down into scenes, which take place in a specific time and 



place within the larger story. Scenes are broken down into beats, 
which occur when there is a shift in emotion or topic.

Play Structure & Dramatic Concepts

   BEGINNING: Introduction of characters, setting, given          
   circumstances. The inciting incident sets the

conflict in motion, forcing the protagonist to act. Play beginnings 
often include exposition, which provides important background 
information to the audience.

MIDDLE: Rising action unfolds as characters pursue what they 
want meeting with obstacles, complications and surprises in a way 
that builds dramatic tension.

END: Climax is the point of greatest tension that finally triggers a 
change in one or more characters, often referred to as the 
turning point. The change in a character is what differentiates 
a play from a skit. Falling action is the dénouement
(unraveling), and resolution is the conclusion – where we 
discover what effect the climax had on the protagonist. (He or she 
wins, loses, or ends in limbo.)

DENOUEMENT 

Etymology:   From the Old French, "unknotting"

The conventional denouement to a fairy tale:  “And They All Lived 
Happily Ever After”

1. the final resolution of the intricacies of a plot, as of a drama or 

novel.

2.the place in the plot at which this occurs.

3.the outcome or resolution of a doubtful series of occurrences.




