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THEATRE HISTORY OUTLINE I

Primitive Man to Romans
I. PRIMATIVE

A. The hunt

1. Communication before spoken language was pantomime, or imitation

2. Imitation of the hunt changed into a form of worship

3.Communicated what had happened or what they hoped would happen

II. GREEK

A. Prayer and Ritual

1. 800-600 BC, beginning of western theatre

2. Developed from dithyramb-unison hymns in honor of Dionysus

a. God who was killed, dismembered and resurrected

b. Chanted by a chorus of men led by a priest

c. Presented episodes from Dionysus’ life

       3.    Later chorus dressed as satyrs (half-goat, half-man), ritual became tragoedia   (goat song) chants 


presented by the chorus to represent birth, death, resurrection

B. First person to perform a solo role was Thespis (hence “thespian”) in 534 BC, who won first tragedy contest

C. Actors played many roles, utilizing masks to change characters

D. Major Festivals 

1. All had an archon (master of revels) who chose (choregi) wealthy men to help with expenses

a. Paid for training of chorus, sotumes, musicians and other expenses

b. Actors were paid by the state

2. City Dioysia-most important where prisoners were released and there could be no legal proceedings.

a. Visiting dignitaries visited

b. Processional with statue of Dionysus carried from Acropolis temple to outskirts of city, then returned

3. Lenaia – January Festival devoted to merrymaking with elements contributing to comedy.

4. Rural Dionysis – god of fertility, leader of the chorus

5. Three types of  plays presented

a. Satyr plays-presented in the morning

b. Comedies-presented in the afternoon

c. Tragedies -always triologies and presented in the morning also

6. At the end prizes were awarded and shared by writers and choregi.  Later actors received prizes also

E. Major Playwrights

1. Aeschylus – 525 to 456 BC

a. His plays used 50 member chorus, but no plot, and centered on myths and Olympian law

b. Introduced a second actor for variety (not conflict)

c. Works include The Orestian Trilogy, dealing with revenge (Agamemnon still often produced)

2. Sophocles – 496-406 BC

a. Considered greatest Greek playwright

b. Wrote over 100 plays, seven still exist (ie: Oedipus Rex in which the character of the woman was developed)

c. Introduced third actor, reduced chorus from 50 to 12

d. Used more interaction among characters than retelling of myths

e. Central characters not ruled by god, but responsible for their own actions with a tragic flaw

3. Euripedes – 480-406 BC

a. Third and last great writer of tragedy in ancient Greece

b. Wrote 92 plays, 17 still exist, along with a satyr play

c. Most produced is Trojan Women, The Bacchae
d. Plays dealt with inner conflict

4. Aristophanes – 448-380BC

a.  Major writer of “Old Comedy”, which emphasized ideas, episodes and usually no plot

*old comedy was serious satire of relevant topics of the day

*new comedy of that of manners and light plots (ie: boy meets girl, mean father opposes marriage, tricky servant tricks father into allowing marriage)

b. 11 of his 40 plays still exist, ie: The Birds, The Clouds, Lysistrata
5. Aristotle – 384-? BC

a. Most important writer on theatre 

b. Poetics, written in 350 BC, drew largely on the plays of  Sophocles for content

*Five Basic Elements to Drama=plot, real characters, theme/thought behind plot, verbal expression, song and dance (how does this relate to Open Scenes?)

6. Menander – 342-292 BC

a.   Wrote new comedy which became the role model for Roman Comedy

F. Facets of Greek theatre

1. Chorus

a. Messenger of bloodshed and death (Greeks did not believe in portraying violence on stage)

2.  Scenery

a. All presented outdoors – later skene (backstage area) was added where actors would dress

b.  Thyromata – opening in the scene which eventually became our proscenium arch

c. Not much scenery except painted flats then periaktoi (tall prisms with scenery on 3 sides-changed views as scenes changed)

d. Stage machines included mechane (device for lowering/raising actors who played gods) and eccyclema (cart to bring in actors representing warriors killed in battle)

3. Costumes

a. Masks representing the type of character played (old woman, servant, etc)

b. High boots to appear taller

4. Comedy vs Tragedy

a.     Tragedy was precident, but comedies were considered necessary and dealt with contemporary issues    

        rather than religion and mythology.  More emphasis on characters than plot and chorus was made up

        of animals (frogs and birds, ie)

III. ROMAN THEATRE

A. Plays were patterned on Greek drama but presented not as worship but strictly as entertainment

1. Started as part of the “ludi romani” Roman games which included chariot races, gladitorial events, mock

sea battles and public crucifixions

a. Similar to Greek theatre in that magistrates received money from the state and then hired an acting

Company and manager.

b. Started with amateurs/slaves but later formed professional companies/actors known as histriones.  They wore linen masks with attached wigs.  Certain colors represented different occupations.  Plots involved drunkenness and trickery.

c. Admission was free

B. Theatre “Buildings”

1. Started as temporary wooden structures with platforms and scenes like Greeks

2. First permanent theatre was built at Pompeii in 55 BC

a. Later became more elaborate, built on level ground with deeper stages and trap doors

b. Scenery for comedies showed houses and streets-possibly painted, possibly 3-D

C. Playwrights

1. Gnaeus Naevius – 270-201 BC is first of record

2. Titus Maccius Plautus – 254-184 BC is first major playwright who adapted plots from Menander.

a. Best known plays are The Menaechmi and Amphritryon, both dealing with mistaken identity

3. Publius Tefentius Afer – 195-159 BC, known as TERENCE.   A black man and former slave.

a. Wrote 6 plays, all of which still exist.  

b. Based his work on the New Comedy of Menander, tried to improve form and structure

c. Each play, written in everyday language, had a double plot

4. Seneca – 4BC-65 AD

a. Only writer of Roman tragedy whose plays still exist.  

b. Greatly influenced theatre of the Renaissance.

c. Adaptations of Greek plays with a lot of violence, elaborate speeches, soliloquies and asides.

D. Roman plays did not come up to standards of those of the Greeks, but they greatly influenced later periods.

1.   A time came when they were banned and their religious origins were completely forgotten.
