
ONE-ACT AND FULL-LENGTH PLAY/ MUSICAL THEATRE PLAY ANALYSIS 

1. What’s the time? The specific time the musical takes place. Time of day, time of week time of 
year. For example, how would a play that takes place in the middle of a winter night compare 
to a scene that takes place on a hot afternoon minutes before summer vacation?  

2. What’s the period: The general or historical period in which the musical is set (e.g., the Dark 
Ages, the 1950s, or in the faraway future.) How might the period influence the dialogue? How 
might the costumes or set pieces reflect the period?  

3. What’s the place? The specific place on stage where the action occurs. (e.g., a fancy living 
room, a sterile doctor’s office, or a ravaged battle field). Is it an interior or exterior location? 
What sort of set pieces could suggest the place for the audience? How would characters feel or 
behave in this place compared to other places?  

4. What’s the location? The general region where the play is set (e.g., New York City, the rural 
American South, under the sea.) What makes this locale unique compared to other locales?  

5. What’s the mood?  The atmosphere or feeling of a scene. (e.g., suspenseful, humorous, 
chaotic) What about the scene causes this mood? Caution: Avoid having actors “play the 
mood,” but instead focus on their objective. For example, many humorous scenes are funny 
because characters are not getting what they want. The humor of the scene rings more 
authentically when the actors are not focused on “being funny,” but are focused on their 
character’s objective in the scene.  

6. What’s the theme? What ideas does this play make you think about? Does it have a question 
that it sets out to answer or explore? How do the events of the play develop these ideas? 

7. What’s the objective? What the characters want or need within the given moment. It helps 
actors to frame their objective in statements beginning with “I want” or “I need.” All characters 
should have objectives — not just the protagonist!  

8. What’s the super-objective? The broad overall objective a character has throughout the play, 
rather than in specific scenes. For example, Hamlet’s super-objective is to avenge his father’s 
murder, but his objective changes in scenes throughout the play.  

9. What’s the obstacle? The person, event, or thing that gets in the way of a character achieving 
his or her objective. Sometimes the obstacle is that two characters have exact opposite 
objectives. The obstacles are what create conflict within the story. Once an obstacle is 
overcome, a character gets a new objective, or the play is over.  

10. What’s the tactic? An action a character makes to achieve his or her objective. Tactics can be 
actual actions a character takes, or they can be spoken. For example, if a character’s objective 
is to make another character leave the room, the character’s tactics to achieve this objective 
can be anything between asking them politely to using physical force.  

11. What’s the beat change?  The moment a character decides to switch tactics, or takes on a new 
objective. These can be subtle moments, or incredibly dramatic moments depending on the 
scene. Either way, it is important to make these beat changes clear. What causes the character 
to change tactics? What causes the character to change objectives? 

 


