History of Drama
Ancient Greeks 
(Fifth Century BC)

religious & societal rituals (actual event, coronation or funeral)


VS.

theatre (imitation, re-enactment)

theatre

1) actors (separate from Chorus) (actors, not priests) (theatres, not temples)

2) conflict
3) audience (engaged but not involved)

4) imitation of an event -- not an actual event (coronation, funerals = social, religious rituals)

GREEK DRAMA, esp. TRAGEDY:
· actors, not priests

· theatres, not temples

· drama, imitation of an event, not an actual event (not funeral or coronation)

· “dithyramb” 
· unison hymn
· sung around altar of Dionysus (wine/fertility god whose cult spread from the Near East)
· by 50-men Chorus (5 from each of the 10 tribes of Attica)

· early Greek drama/theatre:
· 50-men Chorus
· altar of Dionysus = center of stage
· lyric & poetic nature (the sung choruses) = dithyramb 

*changes/developments:
themes of dithyramb 

· from the life & worship of Dionysus

· to tales of demi-gods & heroes, legendary ancestors of the Greeks
· wars, feuds, marriages, adulteries, destinies of posterity/children (HOUSES)
· DRAMATIC  TENSION:  sins of the parents = visited upon the children 
· CONFLICT: man vs. god, good vs. evil, child vs. parent, duty vs. inclination
· RESOLUTION:  comprehension, reconciliation OR incomprehension, chaos (no need for clean resolution, “happy ending”)
· PLOT:  already well-known to the audience (part of religious  cultural history, back to Homeric times)
· ASSESSMENT:  not in originality of plot, but in dramatist’s choice, the quality of acting, the work of the Chorus

GREEK COMEDY:
· post-harvest celebration

· “satyrs” = 

· half-men, half-goats

· attendants of Dionysus

· their antics + rough horseplay of other village festivals

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

THESPIS: (6th century BC)

· “thespian” “thespian arts” “robes of Thespis”

· leader of a dithyrambic chorus

· from Icaria (eventually arrives in Athens)

· *traveling stage> cart:  floor & tailboard form improvised stage

· **1st actor:  

· detached himself from the Chorus

· engaged in dialogue with Chorus

· as a god or hero

· 1st manager, too

· *1st unsanctified person who dared to assume the character of a god

· (previously, only priests & kings, partly deified)

*changes prompted: 

· independent development of an “actor”

· actors = choose plays, “servants of Dionysus” only by tradition

· move away from temple (though always near)

· *audience:  

· still conscious of religious significance of play

· but play = work of art

· play = entertainment (eventually)

· spectators became “audience” not “congregation”

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------3 MAIN FESTIVALS of ANCIENT GREECE:
(1) RURAL DIONYSUS
· mid-winter

· stresses Dionysus as god of fertility

· “Leader of Chorus” = headman in village

· “tragedy” = “goat song” 

· goat = sacrificed on 1st day

· goat = awarded on last day

(2) LENAEA
· January

· merrymaking (see comedy above)

· “comedy” = comos, revel or masquerade

(3) *CITY DIONYSUS*
· *all extant plays from this festival
· Athens 

· in April 

· compulsorily attendance by ALL

· attended by official representatives of federated & allied states


Day 1:

· procession through the city

· actors wore stage clothes, but no masks


Day 2-4:

· devoted to tragedies 

· (later, would begin at dawn)


Day 5:

· devoted to comedies 

· (later, comedies moved to evenings after tragedies)

PRESIDING OFFICERS

· received plays from poets 

· chose 3 plays to be performed

· assigned a leading actor & patron to poets


PATRON (“choregus”) 

· wealthy member of the community

· paid all costs of production (as part of his civic duties)


AUTHOR:



1) composed all the music 



2) arranged the dances (choreographer)



3) trained the Chorus (until specialists took over)



4) chief actor (until actors increased in number & importance)



TRAGEDIANS: 

· each had to submit 3 plays

· trilogy on a theme OR 3 plays on a theme

· plus, “satyr play”

· bawdy comic comment on the theme of the tragedies 

· link to past early worship of Dionysus (religious element)



COMEDIANS:

· limited to 1 play each



“OSCARS”:

· Best Production (good patron)

· Best Comedy

· Best Tragedy

· Best Tragic Actor 
*GREEK DRAMA – TRAGEDY = more important than Comedy

· key aspect of theatre’s development

· topics

· number of plays

· time of day

· awards

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------AESCHYLUS:  (525-456)
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soldier, citizen, poet

· fought at Marathon, Salamis

· wrote about 80-90 plays

· 7 extant (http://classics.mit.edu/Browse/browse-Aeschylus.html)
Orestia


only surviving example of dramatic trilogy


murder of Agamemnon by his wife Clytemnestra

*changes in Theatre => changes in his plays


earlier works: 50 in Chorus, 1 actor


later works:  12 in Chorus, 2nd & 3rd actors

· style:  powerful, majestic writing, superb verse

· topics:  gods & men

· popular, revived  after his death (though rule was only new plays)

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------SOPHOCLES: (496-406)

· most productive era = under PERICLES (statesman, general, @ 495-429)(finest phase in Athenian history, period of commercial, artistic, and intellectual growth)***
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wrote approximately 90 plays

· 7 extant

· won 18 prizes (1st or 2nd, never 3rd)

· Oedipus Rex, Oedipus Tyrannus, Oedipus at Colonus
*style:   

· complex plots

· subtle characterization

· flexible & harmonious lyrics

· topics:  *the complexities of human relationships 


*changes:

· moving away from the simplicity & severity of Greek dramatic origins

· Chorus to 15 men, but less integrated into the action

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------EURIPIDES: (484-406) dies same year as 90-yr.-old Sophocles

· last great writer of Greek tragedy

· from a good family, a bit of a recluse, more of an individualist (than predecessors)

· wrote approximately 92 plays
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*18 extant

· Medea, Hippolytus
· Cyclops = only complete “satyr play” in existence

· less popular than predecessors (only 5 prizes)

style:

· skeptical, modern outlook, outspoken

· unusually realistic

· not pure tragedy, but tragi-comedy, melodrama

· abnormal states of mind

· interest in problems of female psychology

*innovations:

· Prologue (in modern sense, to summarize the situation at the opening of the play)

· emotions of individuals, not great public events debated in earlier tragedies


· accelerated the demise of the Chorus
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---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ARISTOPHANES: (448-380)

· only comic dramatist of Athens of whom we have complete plays

· Knights, Wasps, Birds, Clouds, Frogs

· style:

· social satire 

· politics, social customs of day

· conveyed mostly through the Chorus

· bawdy

· series of loosely-connected events

