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Elements of Drama 

Drama is storytelling brought to life through performance. 

Drama is a story that is written as a script and intended for performance by actors. 

Like other narratives, a drama portrays characters caught up in conflict. The struggles that characters 

face in a drama spark a sequence of events, called the plot, which eventually reaches a climax, the point 

of highest intensity in the action. The resolution, or settling of the conflict, allows the story to wind down 

and leads to the drama's conclusion. 

Character and conflict work together in a drama, or play, to engage readers or viewers. As events unfold, 

characters react and change, revealing their personalities and motives. 

In performance, the various elements of drama combine to produce the illusion of reality known 

as dramatic effect. Through this effect, the author, or playwright, explores a theme—an insight or a 

message about life. The example in the next column explains how elements in a play create dramatic 

effect. 

Example: Dramatic Effect 

In The Tragedy of Romeo and Juliet, two lovers cannot marry because their families are sworn enemies. 

The play retains its dramatic effect, even centuries after it was first performed, because its key ideas are 

timeless. The characters of two people in love, the conflict of circumstances that keep the lovers apart, 

and themes about the power, difficulties, and danger of love, are concepts that still have relevance in the 

modern world. 

A playwright divides a script into basic units called acts. Within acts, there may be further divisions 

known as scenes. Scenes often serve to shift the action's setting or time or to introduce new characters. 

Characters' speech is called dialogue, and notes in the script on how the play should be performed are 

called stage directions. The chart below further defines and explains these basic elements of drama. 

 

Acts and 

Scenes 

Acts and scenes are the basic divisions of drama. Dramas may contain a varying number of 

acts, each of which may contain a number of scenes. 

Stage 

Directions 

Stage directions are notes that tell how a play should be performed or staged. They may 

appear in italics or be set off by brackets or parentheses. Stage directions may include the 

following information: 

• Background about the setting or characters 

• Instructions that tell how actors should move and speak 

• Abbreviations such as O.S. (offstage), D.S. (downstage, or closer to the audience), 
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and U.S. (upstage, or farther from the audience) 

• Details about scenery, lighting, and costumes 

Sets 

Sets define the area in which the play's action occurs. They include the physical elements 

placed on the stage. A set may be realistic and look like an actual place, or it may be more 

abstract. 

Props 

A prop is a movable object, such as a book, a pen, or a flashlight. Props add realism to the 

action in a play. 

 

. 

Dramatic Forms 

The ancient Greeks, who developed drama as an organized literary form, created two basic types of 

plays. These broad categories still define drama today. 

Tragedy 

A tragedy traces the downfall of the main character, or protagonist, who is often called the tragic hero. 

• In classic drama, the tragic hero is an important person, such as a general or a king. 

• The hero is admirable but is defeated by a tragic flaw, a mistake or character defect. 

Comedy 

A comedy has a happy ending for the protagonist. 

• Comedies often feature events in which the world's order or balance is disrupted. 

• The ending restores order and may reward the hero. 

Comedies are often funny, but they can make a serious point. The main distinction between tragedy and 

comedy is how the story ends: Tragedies end in death, defeat, or exile; comedies end in weddings or 

other joyful events. 

Dramatic Structures Classic dramas, such as most ancient Greek and Shakespearean works, take 

place in five acts and thus are called five-act plays. The acts typically follow this plot structure: 

Act 1: introduction/exposition; 

Act 2: rising action; 

Act 3: climax; 

Act 4: falling action; 

Act 5: resolution. 
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In most dramatic works, the five segments of plot are compressed into fewer acts. Many screenplays, 

teleplays, and operas are framed in three acts. Act 1 introduces main characters and sets the conflict in 

motion. Act 2 escalates the conflict and increases tension for the protagonist. Act 3 takes the conflict to a 

climax and reveals the outcome in a resolution. 

Shorter dramatic works may consist of only a single act. One-act plays may be divided into several 

scenes. 

Dramatic Dialogue In most dramatic works, dialogue is the playwright's main tool. Many ancient Greek 

plays also employ the convention of the chorus, a group of actors onstage who observe the action but do 

not participate in it. The members of the chorus would most often sing their lines, but sometimes their 

lines were spoken aloud in unison instead. The chorus provides background information and reacts to 

events. Some modern plays feature a chorus. 

In other modern dramas, a narrator may replace the chorus. In certain films, for example, the voice of an 

unseen narrator may introduce the story, set up a scene, or tell viewers about a character. 

Playwrights may use other types of dramatic speeches to advance plot and reveal character. 

• A monologue is a long speech that one character delivers to other characters onstage. 

• A soliloquy is a speech in which a character, alone on stage, “thinks aloud,” revealing private 

thoughts. 

• An aside is a remark that a character makes to the audience but that other characters do not hear. 

Analyzing Complex Characters 

The ways in which complex characters react to conflict help develop the theme in a dramatic work. 

Characters in Conflict 

In both tragedies and comedies, characters face conflict, a struggle between opposing forces. There are 

two main types of conflict: 

• External Conflict: An external conflict is a struggle against an outside force, such as nature, another 

character, or the pressures of society. For example, a character who faces pressure from bullies at 

school experiences an external conflict. 

• Internal Conflict: An internal conflict is a struggle within the mind of a character. For example, a 

character who struggles with his desire to support his family while following his dream to become an 

actor experiences an internal conflict. 

The most interesting dramatic works feature conflicts that engage the audience. For tragic characters, the 

conflict may be life threatening. For comedic characters, the threat may be perceived. For example, a 

character in a romantic comedy may think that a coworker is trying to win over the woman he loves, when 

in reality, the coworker is not interested in the woman. 
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Protagonist and Antagonist  

Most plays and movies focus on a single main character—the protagonist. The character who opposes 

the main character and either creates or intensifies the conflict is called the antagonist. 

 

Characterization and Motivation  

Through the use of characterization—the dialogue and actions that reveal a character's personality—a 

playwright provides clues about the human qualities of a character as well as clues about the 

character's motivation, or reasons for behaving a certain way. It is up to the reader or audience to infer 

what these clues mean. 

Clues Motivation 

A young, thin boy eyes a loaf of bread; then he steals it. The child is hungry. 

A policeman detains the child; then he lets him go. The policeman feels sorry for the child. 

 

Complex Characters Great dramas present interesting protagonists and antagonists. Such characters 

are referred to as complex, which means they have strengths and weaknesses and experience mixed 

emotions. Complex characters have multiple motivations, or a variety of reasons for behaving as they 

do. In literary terms, complex characters are round, rather than flat, and dynamic, rather than 

static. Flat or static characters often represent stereotypes and do not change or develop over the 

course of a play. The arch-villain and the selfless best friend are two examples of flat or static characters. 

 

Complex Characters Limited Characters 

• Round: multidimensional; possess more 

than one motivation; display many qualities, 

including strengths and weaknesses 

• Dynamic: undergo change during the 

course of play; grow in terms of 

improvement or self-realization 

• Flat: one-dimensional; have only one motivation; display 

only one quality or trait 

• Static: remain the same throughout the play; resist or are 

unable to adjust to changing circumstances 

 

Complex Characters and Theme 

In the most compelling dramas, complex characters change or grow as the result of their responses to 

internal or external conflicts. In portraying such journeys of transformation, a playwright tries to bring 

insight to aspects of the human condition—and ultimately reveals a message about life that audiences 

can understand and appreciate. That message is the theme. 
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Character Development  

In any work of literature, a writer uses the tools of character development, or characterization, to create 

characters and reveal their personality traits. 

In direct characterization, a writer directly states a character's traits. A playwright might use stage 

directions, a chorus, a narrator, or another character to convey information that tells what a character is 

like. 

Example: Direct Characterization 

RAFAEL. Yo! Mauricio! Where you going, man? Get back here! [turns to face audience] I hate to say it, 

but you just can't trust Mauricio. He is the most unreliable man you will ever meet. Whenever you need 

him, he just disappears. 

In indirect characterization, a writer shows what a character is like in any of these ways: 

• Descriptions of a character's physical appearance; 

• The character's own words; 

• The character's actions and behavior; 

• Other characters' reactions to the character. 

An actor brings a character to life on the stage or in a movie by using his or her voice, facial expressions, 

and gestures, as well as the pitch, pacing, and phrasing of his or her speech. Actors work under the 

guidance of the director, the interpreter and manager of the creative aspects of a dramatic or film 

production. Costumes, sets, and props also help emphasize elements of a character's personality. 

Reading Drama 

Actors speak the words in a script and breathe life into them. When you read a drama, make the play 

come alive by using textual clues to understand characters' motivations, feelings, actions, and thoughts. 

As you read, picture details of the performance. 

To read a play effectively, look at dialogue, stage directions, punctuation, and word choice. In these 

elements, you will find clues about a character's emotions, relationships, social class, education, and 

environment. 

Example: Characterization in Drama 

Stage Directions Suggesting Attitude: [Yuki lifts her cup and sips loudly, eyes glaring.] 

Punctuation Showing Emotion: STANLEY. I don't buy your act. Not for one minute! 

Dialogue Suggesting Social/Economic Class: JASON. I have a social engagement this afternoon. I 

don't have time to deal with this. Where's my butler? [Calls out] Edward, get in here! 
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Word Choice Revealing Traits or Qualities: MANUELITO. Lucy is a ridiculous creature. She's 

insufferable! 

Dramatic Speeches Through monologues, soliloquies, and asides, playwrights provide critical clues to 

characters' motivations and actions. These dramatic speeches help propel the plot because they explain 

why characters do what they do. In addition, these speeches may express ideas that are key to the play's 

theme. For example, in a monologue or soliloquy, a character can explain what he or she thinks and 

feels. The audience learns about the character's conflicts and even his or her secrets. 

Analyzing all the details a playwright provides through a complex character's words and actions will lead 

you to fully appreciate a drama and understand its deeper meaning. 

 


