DRAMA NOTES

Drama means to act or to do. It has been in existence, it is believed, since the earliest times. It is assumed that the earliest tribal dances contained a dramatic element and, generally speaking, the dances could be divided into four categories.

1. Category one would be the story dances which passed down the history and culture of the tribe.

2. Category two would be the war dances which attempted to incite the tribe to go to war with their perceived enemies. In the war dances it is believed people performed different roles, based on the need to persuade, or manipulate, the group.

3. Category three would be the religious dances, usually lead by the shaman, or medicine man/woman. In this type of dance, masks were frequently used.

4. Category four would be the initiation dances which introduced the children to their roles in adult society.

There are still remnants of these original dramatic forms in the Australian aboriginal dances, the Hawaiian hulas and First Nations such as the corn, snake and sun dances in North America.                                                         

Eygyptian Drama
Egyptian drama was the first formal drama recorded, with plays recorded as soon as 3000BC.The Egyptian people were very concerned with life after death and those who could afford to built elaborate temples because they intended to life in them in the afterlife. Their plays tended to focus on their fascination with these issues. All of the plays were performed in temples or special tombs.

 There seems to have been five basic plays performed by the Egyptians:

1.The pyramid plays were written on the walls of the tombs and included basic stage directions, as well as plot and characters. These plays were religious in nature, performed by the priests and showed the ascent of the soul into a star. They dealt with the resurrection of the body.

2.The Coronation Festival play was performed at the crowning of a new pharaoh.

3.The Heb Set or Coronation Jubilee play celebrated the pharaoh’s thirtieth year on the throne, showing the highlights of their reign.

4.The Medicinal play involved magical healing. The plot centered around the goddess Isis, whose child is bitten by a scorpion, and Isis heals him by using artificial respiration and a magical cure. 

5. The Abydos Passion play was also focused on the theme of resurrection. Set, the god of evil, is jealous of his brother, Osiris. He tricks Osiris into getting into a coffin, which Set then nails shut and throws into the Nile. Isis, wife of Osiris, finds the coffin and buries  her husband. Set digs up the body, dismembers it, and casts the pieces to the four corners of the earth. Isis finds the pieces and buries them again. Osiris is then

Resurrected and becomes King of the Dead, ruling over the mortals who ascend to heaven. The annual production of this play lasted for several days, included a funeral procession that involved the audience and a mock battle on the Nile. 
Hebrew Theatre

It would seem the Hebrews did not have drama, as such. However, both the Song of Solomon and the Book of Job have dramatic elements incorporated into the story, with the Song having elements of a dramatic reading, and the Book of Job incorporating the basic five act structure, including a prologue and epilogue.

Greek Drama

Greek drama is considered to be the greatest drama the world has ever known. The Golden Age of Greece (500-400BC) brought the greatest tragedies of all time, as well as great creativity in the fields of architecture and government.

Greek theatre began in the celebrations to honor Dionysus, the god of wine, merrymaking and fertility. These public celebrations, held around stone altars at the foot of hilly vineyards, involved much dancing and singing of hymns (or dythrambs) to honour Dionysus. As the celebrations became more organized, choral groups were organized with singing competitions being held. Eventually, these competitions began to involve singing groups from other villages and, as the audience expanded, it was decided to move the celebrations away from the vineyards to open areas at the base of hills, thus providing the audience with a clear view and the singers (chorus) room to move. Gradually, seats were provided and, as the drama developed, costumes, buildings and props were added. 

Out of these celebrations developed tragedy (from tragos, which means “goat song”).There are several theories as to why the name was used. The singers may have worn goat skins, or the altar in the vineyard may have been draped with a goat skin, or they may have sacrificed a goat at the beginning or end of the celebrations. 

Of the four major drama festivals, the City Dionysia, held in February, became one of the most important. It lasted five or six days and began with a day long celebration, with a statue of Dionysus paraded to the outskirts of the city, where partying and celebration took place. After dark the statue was paraded back to the city by torchlight and the next day the presentation of plays began. Because it was a religious celebration, as well as a competition, people were expected to attend and, if they couldn’t afford the ticket price, the state would pay for them. The plays began very early in the morning and each day featured the work of a different playwright. The winner of the competition was crowned with a laurel wreath as an acknowledgement of their dramatic superiority that year. Each playwright presented three tragedies based on a central theme in the morning, followed by a satire, which ridiculed the subject matter, in the afternoon. Plays focused on Greek mythology and legends which the audience was familiar with.

As the celebrations and festivals evolved, the side of the hill was scooped out to provide better seating and sound, seating was improved and the skene (the small building at the back used by actors), proskenion (a platform in front of the skene) and paraskenia

(“wings” on either side of the skene) were added, with an alleyway for the chorus to enter and exit between the skene and paraskenia. The crude benches that had been the earliest form of seating were gradually replaced and, as the plays became more elaborate in terms of costuming and props, the choregus, or financial backer, became important for playwrights. Pinakes, or painted boards, began to be used to represent scenery.

The size of the area, and the distance from the audience, had an impact on both the acting style and costuming of the performers. The actors wore a chiton, or tunic belted below the breast, a himation, or long mantle draped over the left shoulder, and a chlamys, or short cloak draped over the right shoulder. These costumes were frequently brightly coloured and elaborately decorated. They wore thick- soled shoes called cothurnis to make them appear taller, and a high head- dress called an onkus, as well as masks made out of wood, cork or linen. The masks reflected the emotion they were supposed to be feeling, as well as their social position and character. Inside the mask was a small megaphone used to project their voice to the audience. The drama was rhetorical, with the focus on speaking rather than action. They relied on broad gestures and a declamatory style. The first performances were carried out exclusively by a chorus of men, but as time went on the playwright Thespis added the first speaking part, then more actors were added by other playwrights. 

The tragedies followed a set form. The Prologue introduced the play; the Parados was a song that brought on the chorus; the Epeisodion was a passage of dialogue that alternated with the Stasimon, or song by the chorus. As the chorus sang or chanted, frequently with musical accompaniment, they moved slowly to the left or right, so that the songs were divided into two passages- the strophe as they moved left and the antistrophe as they moved right. The play ended with the Exodus as the chorus left the stage.

The three most noted writers of tragedy during the Golden Age were Euripides, Sophocles and Aeschylus. Their work reflected the Greek attitudes toward life, fate and predestination, and was based on their common mythology. In his Poetics, Aristotle identified what he saw as the rules for tragedy, which came to be accepted as reflecting most Greek tragedy, although many playwrights ignored his ideas about the unities of time, place and action.

 Aristotle’s Rules were:

 1. The main character, or hero, must be a man of elevated social position with a tragic flaw which leads to his downfall and death.

The two types of character flaw were hubris, which leads one to act in violation of the wishes of the gods and against the accepted moral codes of society, and hamartia, which leads one to make an error in judgement because he assumes he is more capable than he actually is.

2. The play must include discovery, where the hero goes from ignorance to knowledge, and reversal, where the hero’s wishes are thwarted and his efforts boomerang.

3. The play must conform to the three unities of time (all action takes place within 24 hours), place (there is only one setting), and action (all events support the central conflict).

4. The play must provide catharsis, or a purging of the emotions, through which we all learn to live better lives.

5. The play must be written in the highest form of poetry.

Greek comedy grew out of the earliest primitive rituals to honor Dionysus, and gradually evolved from very broad (and somewhat crude) humour to a more sophisticated type of comedy, which relied heavily on social satire. The two most famous writers of comedy were Aristophanes and Menander, and their work was used as a model for the Roman drama that followed.

As Greek society lost its influence, and was gradually taken over by the advancing Roman civilization, much of the work of the Greek dramatists replaced the more primitive Roman drama, in the same way as the Greek mythology came to be incorporated into the Roman belief system or mythology.  The work of the Roman dramatists became influential during the Renaissance and, as a result, Elizabethan audiences were exposed to the same ideas and plots as were used centuries before.
Roman Drama

The first Roman drama tended to be crude and primitive in both plot and execution. After the Romans conquered the Greeks they began to adopt both the Greek gods and goddesses and Greek drama. The Greek gods and goddesses were transformed and reflected the values and ideals of the Romans, and the drama was changed through the process of adaptation and translation.

 Since drama was not approved of by the aristocracy, only the lower classes attended. The playhouses were portable wooden structures, and the plays relied on violence and crude slapstick. In 61BC, Pompey had a large auditorium built as a way of strengthening his position with the plebians. In order to have it accepted by the Senate, he called it a temple of worship and the seats served as steps up to the statue of Venus at the top.

Julius Caesar, anxious to save his position with the plebians, ordered a structure built that consisted of two wooden theatres on rollers that could be used back to back for dramatic performances, or rolled to face one another for games and chariot races.

Gradually, other permanent structures were built and, as drama became more respectable, innovations were introduced. The Romans brought in the pulpitum, or narrow elevated platform used as a stage, which was backed by a three- storied wall with statues and decorations in niches in the wall, and that faced a semicircular seating area covered either by awnings or a permanent roof. They also brought in the curtain, which rolled up and down from a trough in the floor, and the claque, a person who was paid to arouse the audience by clapping and shouting.

Roman theatre produce two important writers of comedy: Plautus, whose slapstick comedy and stock characters were later used as a model by Shakespeare and Moliere; and

Terence, who modeled his work on that of Menander. Seneca was the most famous of the Roman tragedians, but his work was so gory that it became known as “closet drama”- meant to be read rather than performed. His plays became known during the Renaissance period, and had a great deal of influence, particularly in the development of revenge tragedy.

Eventually, dramatic productions were overshadowed by the gladiatorial competitions and violent spectacles taking place in the Coliseum. In an attempt to compete, plays became extremely boisterous and pointlessly sensational. After Rome fell in 76AD and the Church assumed control, drama was outlawed and all theatrical activity ceased. For hundreds of years after, drama remained banned in Europe. The only dramatic activity came from minstrels, jugglers, and wandering performers who tried to avoid conflict with the Church.

Medieval Drama
The Church that had banned drama in the fifth century was responsible for it being brought back in the ninth. After hundreds of years of the time period known as the Dark Ages, where little learning took place, and all knowledge had to go through the filter of the Church hierarchy (and, if they disapproved, there were severe consequences), many people were totally illiterate and could not understand what the priests were talking about. In an attempt to make the teachings of the Church more accessible to the congregation, the trope was introduced. 

The trope originated in France but spread rapidly throughout the Continent and then to England. First used at Christmas and Easter, it was a tableau performed by the priests and altar boys. It explained important events the congregation could not understand because the services were in Latin. Gradually, more short dramatizations of scenes from the Bible were added and eventually whole stories, with dialogue, began to be acted out. The dialogue was originally in Latin but was gradually changed to the vernacular, or language of the common people. Small platforms called mansions, or stations, were built about the cathedrals, and the congregation would move from station to station to observe each scene as the story was acted out. Eventually, the congregation began to act more as an audience and it was decided to move the performances outside the church-first to the church steps then, as the plays became more secular in their presentation, to the village square.

Because of the influence of the Church, plays still tended to focus on religious topics. The three Ms- or mystery, miracle and morality plays- were performed regularly. These plays, that dealt with the lives of the saints, or were based on religious stories from the Bible, and were used to teach the difference between acceptable and unacceptable behaviour, appealed to a wide audience. The passion play, which focused on the life and last days of Christ, was also very popular.

The pageant wagon was developed as a way of providing entertainment to greater audiences. It was a two storey wagon, with the lower area reserved for costumes, props and special effects, and the upper area for performances. The wagons were able to travel from community to community, with the actors performing during religious and state occasions, as well as during spring celebrations and fairs. The trade guilds were involved with the staging of special effects and frequently created spectacular devices, such as Hell’s Mouth, developed by the Bakers Guild, which shot out flames when “people” were condemned.

Eventually, as society changed, secular drama became popular and the influence of the Church on performances began to lessen, although the influence of the State remained significant. As the ideas from the Renaissance became more firmly implanted in the minds of the audience, attitudes and expectations began to change, as did the subject matter of the plays.

Elizabethan Drama
Theatre

Elizabethan drama is generally dated from 1558 to 1603. The theatre had barely existed before the 1570’s.Professional entertainers were generally acrobats, musicians and clowns and, unless under the protection of a lord, could be arrested as vagrants or vagabonds. Those under the protection of a lord provided entertainment for the household and frequently traveled, performing for other nobles and during seasonal festivals.

London, as the most important city in England, and center of the Royal Court, gradually became a focus for the activities of the wandering troupes. Companies working in London came under the protection of great lords but, other than performing for them on special occasions, were quite independent. Many of the nobles were willing to act as patrons because the law demanded the actors be associated with a noble household, but they had nothing to do with the operations of the acting company. Performances in London were usually held in            , most of which were within the walls of the city but, because the London government was hostile to actors, a separate structure, called the Theatre, was built just outside the city limits in 1576. 

When Elizabeth I ascended the throne in 1558, the situation changed for actors. Elizabeth was   very interested in theatre and catered extensively to actors, even proclaiming them members of her household and thus exempt from the laws against performing. Students, affected by the Renaissance revival of classical literature, began to read and perform the plays of ancient Rome and their modern imitations. These sophisticated entertainments were more to the taste of the queen and her courtiers than the interludes of the adult acting companies, so the children’s companies were generally more featured at court. Entrepeneurs such as Burbage and Philip Henslowe then began to hire writers to produce work that would attract sophisticated patrons and gain them the prestige of association with the court. Elizabethan drama was born.

The Queen’s Men, created by Elizabeth in 1583, soon eclipsed Leicester’s Men. In the early 1590’s, two other acting companies- the Admiral’s Men and Strange’s Men (later the Chamberlain’s Men) - came into being. Public playhouses were established and Southwark became the most important area, with the Swan, the Globe and the Fortune all there. Plays were also staged at the Cross Keys Inn until London outlawed the theatre in 1596.   
These theatres were generally large, three storied structures surrounding a central, elevated space containing the stage, built out from a section of the building that served as a seating area. There are very few documents extant that show what these theatres looked like and how they were decorated but something is known about the seating. Some spectators stood within the ‘Wooden O’ (HenryV, Prologue, 13.) of the building, on the ground around the stage. These spectators, known as ‘groundlings’ or ‘penny stinkers’, paid a cheap admission price and, if they particularly liked a scene, could tie up a performance with their demands the scene be repeated. Each floor of the building was more expensive, with the most expensive seating being in the galleries (where seats were provided) and on the stage, which was a favorite spot for young noblemen.

A canopy, called the ‘heavens’ or the ‘shadow’, extended over the stage from the rear wall. Trapdoors, often used to represent graves or the underworld, were incorporated into the stage floor. Behind the stage were dressing rooms- the ‘tiring (attiring) rooms – with upper rooms for musicians and the machinery used to hoist actors and props through the ‘heavens’. Atop the whole structure was a hut, used for flying flags to announce performances, and from which trumpets were sounded and cannon shot off. (It is believed that this was the cause of the fire that burned the Globe, because the thatch caught on fire after cannons were discharged during a performance.) Performances started in the afternoon and ended at dusk.

 Jacobean Drama

Jacobean drama ( so called because the Latin for James is Jacobus )followed directly after Elizabethan drama and ,at the beginning, shared several characteristics , as well as writers , with it. The time period is generally seen as beginning in 1603 with the ascension of James I to the throne and ending in 1625, with the end of his reign. There are several critics who feel the period should actually be extended to cover up to 1642 and the closing of the theatres as a result of the civil war.

From 1603 to approximately 1610 the drama was basically the same as the Elizabethan had been, but certain tendencies were beginning to become obvious. The beautiful poetry and important themes were beginning to disappear, to be replaced by works which focussed on the spectacular and bizarre. The writing , in general, is seen as being of lesser quality than that which had preceded it.

Shakespeare was still writing at the start of the period, creating such plays as MACBETH, KING LEAR, OTHELLO, ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA, and CORIOLANUS.  One other important tragedian, John Webster became known for such plays as THE DUCHESS OF MALFI (1614) and THE WHITE DEVIL (1612).Other lesser known writers of tragedy, Thomas Middleton, George Chapman, and Cyril Tourneur were active in the theatre as well , but it wasn’t until toward the end of the period that another significant tragedian , John Ford, appeared.  The revenge tragedy remained very popular with both writers and audiences although other types of tragedy were also created..

The tragedy, as practised in the Jacobean period , was characterized by false starts, gratuitous accidents, and sudden changes of motivation. There was very little emphasis placed on the political , social or moral implications for humanity as a whole of the behaviours shown. The focus in these plays was on the pathos of the individual, with cheap sensationalism and crude sexual themes diminishing even that.

Francis Beamont and John Fletcher were two very popular dramatists in this time period. They collaborated on a number of plays, one of which ,PHILASTER, created interest in a type of play called the tragicomedy , which remained popular for decades. PHILASTER was a play which , with the absurd coincidences, pretentious behaviour of the hero, and escapist nature of the plot, became very popular with court society. 

The romances created by Shakespeare before he retired , with the use of exotic settings, spectacle, improbable plots, and romantic characters , set the style for dramatists who followed after . Ben Jonson, who wrote ‘city comedies’ ( which evolved from the comedy of humours )   satirized society in seventeenth century London with sharp and biting humour .Such plays as VOLPONE (1606) , EPICOENE (1609) , THE ALCHEMIST (1610 ) and BARTHOLOMEW FAIR ( 1614) are still considered to be among the greatest English comedies ever written.. Middleton, Fletcher, and Philip Massinger also wrote comedies which have remained known, unlike the work of many writers of the period, whose coarse and bawdy plays have long since gone out of style.

The only important playwrights during the Caroline or Carolean period ( so called because of the Latin form of Charles ) , during the reign of Charles I , son of James I, were Ford and James Shirley. The rest of the playwrights could be seen as representative of what was perceived as being the decadence of the period. 

In 1642 the theatres closed and remained shut for 18 years. The end of the period is also seen as the end of the Renaissance in England. The time period of Jacobean drama had been characterized by power struggles of great importance for England, most particularly over religion  and politics. The concerns being expressed by the protestant movement over the role of religion in everyday life , the uneasy political alliances which had been held together by love and fear during the time of Elizabeth, the demands of Parliament for more representation and control, and the public perception that the Court was corrupt, all came to a head during the reign of Charles I . The Civil Wars culminated in the flight of the  queen and the royal children to France, the beheading of Charles I in 1649, and the assumption of control by Oliver Cromwell until his death in 1658. After the death of Cromwell his son assumed control and  negotiations went on in order to have Charles II return to be crowned .The England he came back to was a country changed forever. 

