
ARISTOTLE'S  
SIX ELEMENTS 

!
Aristotle was born in Greece in 384 BC and died 62 years later in 322 BC. He was a student at 
Plato's Academy and later became one of the greatest philosophers of Ancient Greece. He is 
said to have been the tutor of Alexander the Great. In one of his treatises, The Poetics, he 
outlines the Six Elements Of Drama, based on the Ancient Greek belief that tragedy was the 
highest form of Drama. This outline has become a guideline for many playwrights throughout 
history, and is especially emphasized in the works of William Shakespeare. !
Aristotle’s Definition of Tragedy 
“A tragedy is the imitation of an action that is serious and also, as having magnitude, 
complete in itself; in appropriate and pleasurable language... in a dramatic rather than 
narrative form; with incidents arousing pity and fear, wherewith to accomplish a catharsis of 
these emotions.” 
Aristotle's Big Six (Elements of Drama) 
!
1. PLOT: what happens in a play; the order of events, the story as opposed to 

the theme; what happens rather than what it means. 
!
2. CHARACTER: the personality or the part an actor represents in a play; a role 

played by an actor in a play. 
!
3. THOUGHT : the THEME of the play: What were they trying to say? Did they 

say it? Was it worth saying? 
!
4. DICTION: the pronunciation and accentuation, rhythm, and melody of the 

words, primarily, then the acting, gesticulation, and other carriers of vocal 
information. 

!
5. MUSIC: by music Aristotle meant music - not necessarily the sounds, rhythm, 

and melody of the speeches (that was more DICTION) 
!
6. SPECTACLE: the visual elements of the production of a play; the scenery, 

costumes, and special effects in a production !



PLOT 
!
In his Poetics, the Greek philosopher Aristotle put forth the idea that "A whole is what has a 
beginning and middle and end.” This three-part view of a plot structure contained a beginning, 
middle, and end – technically, the protasis, epitasis, and catastrophe. !
In 1863, the German playwright and novelist Gustav Freytag wrote a study of the 5-act dramatic 
structure which has come to be known as Freytag's pyramid. Under Freytag's pyramid, the plot of a 
story consists of five parts: exposition, rising action, climax, falling action, and dénouement/resolution/
revelation/catastrophe. !
Exposition: The exposition is the portion of a story that introduces important background information 
to the audience; for example, information about the setting, events occurring before the main plot, 
characters' back stories, etc. Exposition can be conveyed through dialogues, flashbacks, characters' 
thoughts, background details, in-universe media, or the narrator telling a back-story. !
Rising action: In the rising action, a series of events build toward the point of greatest interest. The 
rising action of a story is the series of events that begin immediately after the exposition (introduction) 
of the story and builds up to the climax. These events are generally the most important parts of the 
story since the entire plot depends on them to set up the climax and ultimately the satisfactory 
resolution of the story itself. !
Peripeteia/Climax: The peripeteia/climax is the turning point, which changes the protagonist’s fate. If 
the story is a comedy and things were going bad for the protagonist, the plot will begin to unfold in 
his or her favor, often requiring the protagonist to draw on hidden inner strengths. If the story is a 
tragedy, the opposite state of affairs will ensue, with things going from good to bad for the 
protagonist, often revealing the protagonist's hidden weaknesses. !
Falling action: During the falling action, the conflict between the protagonist and the antagonist 
unravels, with the protagonist winning or losing against the antagonist. The falling action may contain 
a moment of final suspense, in which the final outcome of the conflict is in doubt. !
Dénouement: The dénouement comprises events from the end of the falling action to the actual 
ending scene of the drama or narrative. Conflicts are resolved, creating normality for the characters 
and a sense of catharsis, or release of tension and anxiety, for the reader. Etymologically, the French 
word dénouement is derived from the word dénouer, "to untie", from nodus, Latin for "knot". It is the 
unraveling or untying of the complexities of a plot. !
The comedy ends with a dénouement (a conclusion), in which the protagonist is better off than at the 
story's outset. The tragedy ends with a catastrophe, in which the protagonist is worse off than at the 
beginning of the narrative. Exemplary of a comic dénouement is the final scene of Shakespeare’s 
comedy As You Like It, in which couples marry, an evildoer repents, two disguised characters are 
revealed for all to see, and a ruler is restored to power. In Shakespeare's tragedies, the dénouement is 
usually the death of one or more characters. 





 

CHARACTER 
!
Character refers to the human beings represented in the drama. Aristotle 
stresses that the central aim of tragedy is not to depict human personalities, 
but rather to represent human action. Character is second in importance to 
plot in Aristotle's hierarchical organization of these elements; representation 
of character should always enhance the plot. !
• Major or central characters are vital to the development and resolution 
of the conflict. In other words, the plot and resolution of conflict revolves 
around these characters. !

• Minor characters serve to complement the major characters and help move the plot events forward. !
• Dynamic - A dynamic character is a person who changes over time, usually as a result of resolving a 
central conflict or facing a major crisis. Most dynamic characters tend to be central rather than 
peripheral characters, because resolving the conflict is the major role of central characters. 
  
• Static - A static character is someone who does not change over time; his or her personality does 
not transform or evolve. 
  
• Round - A rounded character is anyone who has a complex personality; he or she is often portrayed 
as a conflicted and contradictory person. 
  
• Flat - A flat character is the opposite of a round character. This literary personality is notable for one 
kind of personality trait or characteristic. 
  
• Stock - Stock characters are those types of characters who have become conventional or 
stereotypical through repeated use in particular types of stories. Stock characters are instantly 
recognizable to readers or audience members (e.g. the femme fatale, the cynical but moral private 
eye, the mad scientist, the geeky boy with glasses, and the faithful sidekick). Stock characters are 
normally one-dimensional flat characters, but sometimes stock personalities are deeply conflicted, 
rounded characters (e.g. the "Hamlet" type). 
  
• Protagonist - The protagonist is the central person in a story, and is often referred to as the story's 
main character. He or she (or they) is faced with a conflict that must be resolved. The protagonist may 
not always be admirable (e.g. an anti-hero); nevertheless s/he must command involvement on the part 
of the reader, or better yet, empathy. 
  
• Antagonist - The antagonist is the character(s) (or situation) that represents the opposition against 

which the protagonist must contend. In other words, the antagonist is an obstacle that the 
protagonist must overcome. !



THOUGHT 
Thought is the power of saying whatever can be said and should be said at each 
moment of the plot. Do the lines spoken by the actors make sense? Are they 
saying what should be said at each particular moment in the play? Do they 
communicate the playwright’s thoughts to the audience. WHAT IS THE 
PLAYWRIGHT TRYING TO SAY? IS IT WORTH SAYING? DID THEY SAY IT 
WELL? 
!
DICTION 
Diction is the actual composition of the lines that are recited. Thought deals with what 
is said, and diction deals with how it is said. There are many ways to say something. A 
good playwright composes lines that say something extremely well. In a good play, 
some lines are so well constructed that the audience can leave the play quoting the 
lines exactly. Language and dialog delivered by the characters moves the plot and 
action along, provides exposition, defines the distinct characters. Each playwright can 
create their own specific style in relationship to language choices they use in 
establishing character and dialogue. The actors themselves are also responsible for the 
success of this along with the playwright. The word choices are made by the 
playwright and the enunciation of the language is usually chosen by the actors. 

!
SONG & SPECTACLE 
Song and Spectacle are accessories. The Greeks sometimes used musical 
accompaniment. Aristotle said the music (melody) has to blend in with the play 
appropriately.  !
Spectacle refers to the staging of the play. Again, as with melody, the spectacle should 
be appropriate to the theme of the play. Spectacle includes all aspects of the tragedy 
that contribute to its sensory effects: costumes, scenery, the gestures of the actors, the 
sound of the music and the resonance of the actors' voices.  !
Aristotle ranks spectacle last in importance among the other components of tragedy, 
remarking that a tragedy does not need to be performed to have its impact on the 
audience, as it can be read as a text. 



!!
ANSWER THESE QUESTIONS ON YOUR OWN PAPER 
!
YOUR NAME: 
!
YOUR PLAY: 
!
AUTHOR: !
TYPE OF PLAY: Drama, Comedy, Greek, Shakespeare (Comedy, Tragedy, History), Medieval 
(Mystery, Miracle, Morality), Commedia Dell Arte, Restoration comedy, Historical, Based on a book, 
Realism, Absurdism !
1)PLOT OUT THE ORDER OF EVENTS IN YOUR PLAY ON 

Freytag's pyramid. Draw the pyramid on your own paper and add 
the events in your play to each section.  

!
!
!
!
!
!
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!



!!!!!
2)  CHARACTER: List the characters in the play. Then answer 

these questions about the characters… 
!
• Who are the major or central characters? 
!
• Who are the minor characters? 
!
• Who are the dynamic characters? How does each change? 
  
• Who are the static characters? 
  
• Who are the round characters? 
  
• Who are the flat characters? 
  
• Are there any stock characters?  
  
• Who is the protagonist? 
!
• What does the protagonist want in the play? What is his/her objective? 
  
• Who is the antagonist? 
!
• How do they try to stop the protagonist from reaching his/her objective? 
!
!
!
!!!!



!
3) Answer these questions about the THEME/THOUGHT… 
!
• What has the playwright tried to do? What is the overarching theme of the 

work? What is the story they are telling? WHY are they telling that story? WHY 
does the world need this story told? A PLAY is written to be shown. A play has 
a purpose. What is this play’s purpose? 
!
•  How well has he/she told the story?  
!
•  Was it a story worth telling? 
!
• Would you want to go and see this play? Why or why not? 

!
4) Answer these questions about the DICTION of your play… 
!
Is the play written in prose or verse? 
!
Is it written like an actually conversation or in another style? 
!
Why has the playwright chosen to write the lines in the way they did? 
!
What specific word choices has the playwright made? Older words or modern 
slang?  
!
Does the dialogue show you anything about who the characters are? 
!
Should any actors have specific accents? Or speak in a certain manner? 
!
What is one of the most memorable lines in the play? 
!
Why did that line stick out to you? 
!



Describe how you would want to deliver that line if you were an actor playing 
that part.  
!
5) Describe or draw elements of SONG & SPECTACLE  
you could imagine being a part of your play… !
1) Draw A COSTUME 
!
2) Draw a SET RENDERING FOR ONE SCENE 
!
3) Describe one ACTOR’S SPECIAL PHYSICALITY or VOCAL 
ELEMENTS? 
!
3) Are there ANY SPECIAL EFFECTS with LIGHTS? What are they? 
!
4) Will there be ANY USE OF MUSIC? What kind of music? 
Specific songs? 
!
5) Are there any other special SOUND effects? List some SOUND 
EFFECTS… 
!
6) Any special PROPS needed? List those here…


