Freytag’s Pyramid: How to Analyze a Story

Words You Need to Know

Conflict: a problem that occurs in the story
Tragedy: a story ending in death and sadness
Analyze: to look at something very closely.

According to Freytag, every story worth telling has the Climax
following parts: exposition (inciting incident), rising
action, climax (turning point), falling action, and
denouement (resolution). Freytag’s pyramid is used to
show how stories move; it is a graphic plot chart.
Sometimes a story can be more complicated than
Freytag’s pyramid, but most stories fit perfectly into the
pyramid.

Rising action Falling action

Exposition Denouement

Let’s look at each part of the pyramid...

Exposition (inciting incident): The exposition is like the set-up of the story. The background
information that is needed to understand the story is provided, such as the main character, the setting, the
basic conflict, and so forth.

The exposition ends with the inciting moment, which is the one incident in the story without which
there would be no story. The inciting moment sets the rest of the story in motion.

Rising Action: Rising action is a series of events and actions that move to story to a climax. During
rising action, the basic conflict is complicated by secondary conflicts, such as obstacles and challenges
that frustrate the main character’s attempt to reach their goal.

Climax (turning point): The climax is the peak of the action and the turning point in the story.
After the climax everything changes. Things will have gone badly for the main character up to this
point; now, things will begin to go well for him or her. However, if the story is a tragedy, the opposite
will happen after the climax; things that have been going good for the main character begin to go bad.

Falling Action: During the falling action, the conflict unravels with the main character either winning
or losing. The falling action might contain a moment of final suspense, during which the final outcome
of the conflict is in doubt.

Denouement: The story ends with the denouement, in which the main character is better off than at
the beginning of the story. However, the tragedy ends with death and sadness, in which the protagonist is
worse off than at the beginning of the story.

An example of Freytag’s pyramid at work can be found on the back of this handout.



An Example Of Freytag’s Pyramid
To show you an example of Freytag’s pyramid, read this short story and the following analysis.
Mr. Morton and the Students at Ericson

Mr. Morton loves teaching English at Ericson School. The school has so many great students,
and they have such good parents and caretakers. All the teachers love working at Ericson, but Mr.
Morton loves teaching there the most. One day, the President passes a piece of legislation called “The
No Child Left Behind Act.” Now, the teachers and students at Ericson have to get their test scores up,
otherwise the school might get shut down.

Mr. Morton tries to teach English to all of the students. He gives his best lessons. However,
some students don’t want to learn English. These students say that English is boring and stupid, and
they ruin Mr. Morton’s lessons with their poor behavior. Mr. Morton goes home upset. He doesn’t
know what to do. He can’t seem to teach his lessons. The students will never know the correct answers
to the tests if Mr. Morton can’t teach the students how to find them. He almost quits his job and goes on
unemployment, but he decides to call his mother to talk about his problems.

While calling his mother for help, Mr. Morton has a great idea. He starts calling the misbehaving
student’s parents and caretakers. Once Mr. Morton starts calling the parents and caretakers at their jobs,
the parents and caretakers go home and make sure that their students don’t misbehave in Mr. Morton’s
classroom. All of a sudden, everything Mr. Morton says can be heard. Now all of the students have the
opportunity to learn in the classroom. Mr. Morton teaches one successful lesson after the next.

On the day of the test everyone is concerned, but the students know almost all of the answers.
The results come back and the students scored excellently. Ericson is now one of the best schools in the
city and continues to serve the community to this day.

Exposition (inciting incident): During the exposition, we are introduced to our main character
(Mr. Morton), the setting (Ericson School, present day), and the supporting characters (the teachers,
students, parents and caretakers, and the President).

The inciting incident occurs when the President passes “The No Child Left Behind Act,” which forces
the teachers and students to either get their test scores up or to close their doors.

Rising Action: The action rises in the story when the students that don’t want to learn English begin
sabotaging Mr. Morton’s lessons and plans. Things get worse until Mr. Morton is about to quit his job.

Climax (turning point): The climax in this story is when Mr. Morton calls his mother. He gets the
idea to contact the parents and caretakers of the students. This is the turning point in the story. From
this point on, things get better for our main and supporting characters (Mr. Morton and the students).

Falling Action: Mr. Morton begins teaching successful lessons and the students begin learning.
There is a moment of final suspense, when the students take the test.

Denouement: The students pass the test. Ericson continues to be a great school. Everyone is happy.



