Greek Drama in its religious context


The religious connotations of Greek Drama and the City Dionysia:


· Tradition of theatre in Western civilisation was born in Athens during the second half of the sixth century BC.
· Dramatic culture consists of plays being performed at RELIGIOUS FESTIVALS in large theatres.
· All plays included gods, they often had central roles or played a crucial role through their ability to manipulate / control people’s fates and therefore the plot of a play. The gods were a significant element to the cultural backdrop of the plays.

Competition:

· Various playwrights would submit their plays to be performed at the festivals, the plays would be judged and there would be an overall winner. 
· The closest modern-day link is that of the Cannes Film Festival (but not religious element)

Worship:

· Watching theatre was not just for entertainment but it was seen as a form of worship – WORSHIP of DIONYSUS – god of wine, revelry and DRAMA. 
· Dramatic festivals are held in the honour of Dionysus, which included processions, sacrifices and various revelry.
· Most important was the festival: CITY DIONYSIA – held in late March 
· Other festivals in honour of Dionysus but less significant: the LENAEA and RURAL DIONYSIA
· LENAEA: held in late January, only open to Athenians (it being in January meant it wasn’t feasible for people to cross the seas)
· RURAL DIONYSIA : held in mid -winter, local festival , plays performed at this local festival were usually revivals of those plays performed at the City Dionysia.
· Significance of Dionysus in drama is also revealed by the fact that in both the BACCHAE by EURIPIDES and the FROGS by ARISTOPHANES Dionysus is a central character. 




The CITY DIONYSIA:

· Held in late March, coming of Spring/ reopening of sea lanes- link to worship of Dionysus- god who encouraged new growth, as he was also the god of grape-harvest, orchards and fruits and fertility 
· Festival was organised by the EPONYMOUS ARCHON – leading politician of Athens
· An EA role was to select three tragic playwrights (each to write three tragedies and a satyr -play) and five comic playwrights each to write a comedy. He would also select a CHOREGOS (financially support the production of the plays)
· Choregos would pay for things such as the chorus, musicians, props, costume, masks and special effects. He would also provide. Honour to be a choregos – link to civic pride – if his playwright won at the festival where his name would be inscribed along with the name of the eponymous archon 
· A day or two before the festival began, the plays were announced, and the playwrights delivered a short synopsis 

Religious connotations of City Dionysia:

· The evening before the festival began, a wooden statute of Dionysus was brought into the city from a shrine just outside the city on the road to Eleutherae.
·  The statue was carried by way of a torchlight procession – this mimicked/ re-enacted Dionysus’ arrival in Athens from the distant deme of Eleutherae. 
· When they arrived at the theatre of Dionysus, a sacrifice to the god himself was made. 
· The statue remained present on the altar for the duration of the performance- symbol of Dionysus’ presence at the festival.

Day One:

· On the morning of DAY ONE- grand procession, known as POMPE took place. It would begin outside of the city and make its way to the Agora, then to the TEMPLE of DIONYSUS, where they would sacrifice a sacred bull and other animals to the god.
· In the afternoon there would be DITHYRAMBIC COMPETITONS in the theatre (choral dances in honour of Dionysus) 
· In the evening a KOMOS was organised (revel through the streets with song and dance) 

Day Two-Five:

· Day two comic playwrights presented their play
· On day two (before the plays began) there was a grand opening ceremony in the Theatre of Dionysus: the priest of Dionysus would sacrifice a piglet on the altar (in the acting area of the theatre/ orchestra section)
· On the following three days, the tragic plays were presented: each day saw three tragedies and a satyr- play of one playwright
· City’s ten generals poured libations to the twelve Olympian gods. 

Other important contributions during the festival:

· PARADE of TRIBUTE- During 5th century when Athenians had an empire, a tribute from the allies of the empire was due this time of year. Money was bought into the theatre and paraded for spectators to see. 
· PROCLAMATION of HONOURS – A herald would announce the names of those who had done outstanding service for the city and awarded them a crown.
· PARADE of ORPHANS-the boys who lost their father fighting for Athens paraded into the theatre. The state would pay for these boy’s education as a mark of respect for their fathers sacrifice. This who had turned 18 would be awarded a suit of armour and declared independent citizens.

Spectators:

· At the City Dionysia, the seats at the front were reserved for important officials: e.g. council of the 500, foreign dignitaries, generals, magistrates and the priest of Dionysus. 

Judging:

· Sortition/ randomised selection to avoid bribery.




Who were the Greek Tragedians? 


AESCHYLUS (c.525-456)

· Known as the “father of tragedy”
· Presumed to have written as many as ninety plays, but only six have survived, along with one play whose authorship is disputed.
· Introduced the concept of the second actor on stage (used to be just one actor at a time) But this new introduction would have required a vote from the public as it would involve a financial contribution from the state. The second actor was important because it opened up the possibility for dialogue between two individuals.
· His style was mocked in Aristophanes’ comedy “the frogs” – Aeschylus’ tragedies were tedious, full of long silences, dense and verbose speeches.
· For Aeschylus the most important aspect of tragedy was the CHORUS.
· Aeschylus lived during a period of great change for Athens – Athenian empire 
· Aeschylus lived through the PERSIAN WARS of 499-479 and most probably fought in them (in the same way that he fought in the battle of Marathon)- link to his earliest surviving play “Persians”, which is centres around the defeat of the Persians at the Battle of Salamis in 480.

Most famous works: 

· Orestia trilogy (Agamemnon, Choephoroi, Eumenides- 458) Play concerns the curse on the house of Atreus, cycle of revenge and the introduction of justice of Athens. 
· Use of connected groups of three or four plays was very much Aeschylus’ style. (trilogies or tetralogies)

SOPHOCLES (c.496-406)

· Introduction of the third actor. 
· Innovated the performance of tragedy by increasing the number of chorus members from twelve to fifteen people.
· Made the set more atmospheric by enhancing the look of the SKENE.
· Unlike Aeschylus, he preferred unconnected plays and he reduced the contribution / role of the chorus by having more other central characters instead. 
· He won at least 18 contests and never came third (only first or second)
· Believed to have written more than 120 plays but only seven survive. 
· Sophocles was a prominent political figure in Athens – he was a general (strategos) alongside Pericles in 441.
· Master of stagecraft, very skilled in developing the plot of a play – e.g. flashbacks, back stories for a character is introduced at different points in a play (Oedipus rex)

Most famous works : 

· Antigone, Oedipus the King and Oedipus at Colonos.

EURIPIDES (c.480-406)

· His plays became more popular after his death.
· He only won five competitions, Bacchae he won for after his death. 
· Eighteen of his plays have survived 
· He is an unconventional playwright and is presented as such in Aristophanes’ Frogs. He would often shock his audiences, being very creative with characters and myths – link to Medea, also very controversial use of the gods. 
· More of Euripides’ plays survive than both Aeschylus’ and Sophocles’ (his have survived, whereas A and S plays are samples of plays scholars have selected.)
· Several of his surviving plays were “escape tragedies”: plays that have positive endings, focusing on romance, mistaken identity and reunions- e.g. “.Iphigenia Among the Taurians” or the “Suppliant Women” 
· His plays are more ‘self- conscious’ than others 
· The gods appear on stage in his plays more than any other playwright and other characters in the play (unusually) challenge the behaviour or authority of the gods (as seen in the Bacchae)
· Many contemporary or philosophical themes. 



Was drama a politicised artform with close reference to: Aeschylus’ Persians

Summary: 

· The Persians takes place in Susa (capital of the Persian empire). A chorus of old men and the Queen Mother Atosssa, awaits news of her son King Xerxes. As he is on an expedition against the Greeks. 
·  Atossa worries about her son’s safety and narrates "what is probably the first dream sequence in European theatre.
·  An exhausted messenger arrives, who offers a graphic description of the Battle of Salamis and its brutal outcome.
· The Battle of Salamis (which the play focuses on) that was won by the Greeks against the Persians
·  He tells her that the Persians were defeated, the names of the Persian generals who have been killed, and that Xerxes had escaped and is returning. 
· The climax of the messenger's speech is his rendition of the battle cry of the Greeks as they charged: "On, sons of Greece! Set free/Your fatherland, set free your children, wives,/Places of your ancestral gods and tombs of your ancestors!/Forward for all" (401–405).[7]
· Atossa asks the chorus to summon the ghost of her dead husband’s (Darius) ghost. On learning of the Persian defeat, Darius condemns the hubris behind his son's decision to invade Greece. 
· He particularly rebukes an impious Xerxes’ decision to build a bridge over the Hellespoint to expedite the Persian army's advance. 
· Darius’ ghost even prophesies another Persian defeat: Battle of Plataeu  (479 BCE): "Where the plain grows lush and green,/Where Asopus' stream plumps rich Boeotia's soil,/The mother of disasters awaits them there,/Reward for insolence, for scorning God."
· Xerxes finally comes home but he is dressed in torn robes: "but worst of all it stings / to hear how my son, my prince, / wears tatters, rags" (845–849). He is destroyed by his defeat.
·  The rest of the play consists of the king with the chorus taking part in a kommos that laments the scale of Persia's defeat and devastation. 

Political Connotations: Persians was performed in the Spring of 472, Choregos was Pericles 

· The play subtly shows the differences between an autocracy and the self- government / democracy were beginning to introduce and imitate. 
· The Persian king Xerxes is portrayed as a Tyrant ( in the sense that he acts as though he  is not responsible for those that he rules autocratically)
· Although Xerxes and Persia were defeated in the Battle of Salamis, Aeschylus glorifies the victors because the Persians did not lose their empire (as Aeschylus suggests). The Persians remained a powerful force for generations. 
· The TRAGIC HERO in this play is Xerxes (the Persian king – the loser) 
· Like Homer, Aeschylus highlights the tragedy and devastation of war. – link to his description of the BATTLE of SALAMIS. Although Aeschylus describes the battle as a great GREEK VICTORY, the battle is described by a loser and therefore it is also described as a MASSACRE and DEVESTATION. 
· Prominent scene in play – battle scene 
· Parallels between depiction of war in the Persians and contemporary wars – more relatable but this also introduces the element of a POLITICAL COMMENTARY- Aeschylus wanted the Athenian audience to be filled with pride but to also be slightly more introspective and question their political position and their abuse of power – ATHENAIN EMPIRE – some city states joined the empire after Salamis for protection.
· Xerxes is depicted as an arrogant youth or ruins his people, therefore highlighting Athenian characteristic and victory in the battle.
· Anguish and devastation of war is still highlighted, despite the Greek playwriter writing about a Persian ruler – the sheer extent of the futility and loss as a result of war is seen through one family’s pain: “the anguish of a mother and queen, the horror of a father and king crushed by the folly of his son and the humiliation of the Persian court.” 
· Aeschylus’ representation of Persian lamentation is a recognizable expression of pain for Greeks – expression of “profound communal sorrow”.
· Th audience watching this play at the festival would also be impacted by the devastation of war, as many in the audience would have fought in the war or lost people at the battle. – collective grief – Aeschylus is ‘warning about the wages of war that bridges time, culture and place. 






 Aristophanes' Lysistrata

Lysistrata is a comedy by Aristophanes, originally performed in Athens in 411 BC. It follows a women’s journey in trying to end the Peloponnesian War between Greek city states by denying all men the opportunity to have sexual relations with women (which according to women is what men desire the most) Lysistrata is the women convincing all the women to “withhold sexual privileges” from their husbands and partners, as this will take men to their breaking point, forcing them to negotiate a peace settlement. It leads to a battle between the sexes. 

Political: an early expose of sexual relations in a society dominated by men, where women were considered inferior to men. 
-Play was produced just two years after Athens’ disastrous defeat in the Sicilian Expedition. 
- plays account of political activism can be linked to contemporary female activism and women’s protests.
- oligarchic coup in Athens was the political context (411 BCE oligarchic revolution)- the crumbling of democracy meant that the usual jokes about democracy or political leaders weren’t as funny and instead a serious message about the political landscape of Athens.
- “At the same time, another part of Lysistrata’s plan (a precautionary measure) comes to fruition as the old women of Athens seize control of the nearby Acropolis, which holds the state treasury, without which the men cannot long continue to fund their war. The word of revolt is spread and the other women retreat behind the barred gates of the Acropolis to await the men’s response.”
- “Lysistrata” was first staged in 411 BCE, just two years after Athens’ catastrophic defeat in the Sicilian Expedition, a turning-point in the long-running Peloponnesian War against Sparta, and, after 21 years of war, there seemed as little prospect of peace as ever. The oligarchic revolution in Athens, which proved briefly successful that same year, was more political fall-out from the Sicilian disaster was. The name Lysistrata can be translated as “releaser of war” or “army disbander”

Aristotle’s Poetics – nature and theory of tragedy:

Six components of tragedy: 
· Plot 
· Characters 
· Diction 
· Thought 
· Spectacle (chorus)
· Melody 

Key terms: 

· Incentive moment 
· Climax
· Resolution 
· Peripeteia – reversal of intention / turning point 
· Anagnorisis - recognition / change from ignorance to knowledge 
· Catharsis: pity and fear 
· Harmatia= tragic flaw 
· Hubris = over excessive pride / arrogance 







