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•

Religious festivals honoring the 

god Dionysus

Dionysus = god of wine and 

fertility; he died each winter 

and was reborn each spring.  

He personified man’s basic 

needs -- for food and to 

reproduce.

Dionysus and other gods 

often appeared in the religious 

plays to determine the fate of 

characters or to reflect on 

religious beliefs.   
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Religious festivals honoring the god Dionysus

		Dionysus = god of wine and fertility; he died each winter and was reborn each spring.  He personified man’s basic needs -- for food and to reproduce.

		 Dionysus and other gods often appeared in the religious plays to determine the fate of characters or to reflect on religious beliefs.   
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god Dionysus

Dionysus = god of wine and
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•

Chorus = group of 50 citizens (free, male 

Greeks) who sang dithyrambs and 

danced around the thymele (altar)

•

“Tragedy” = “goat-song” because plays 

and dithyrambs were accompanied by 

the sacrifice of a goat, the animal sacred 

to Dionysus.
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Chorus = group of 50 citizens (free, male Greeks) who sang dithyrambs and danced around the thymele (altar)

 “Tragedy” = “goat-song” because plays and dithyrambs were accompanied by the sacrifice of a goat, the animal sacred to Dionysus.
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* Chorus = group of 50 citizens (free, male.
Greeks) who sang dithyrambs and
danced around the thymele (altar)

* “Tragedy” = “goat-song” because plays
‘and dithyrambs were accompanied by
the sacrifice of a goat, the animal sacred
to Dionysus.
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•

Dithyrambs = hymns sung 

to summon and worship 

Dionysus 

•

Was the duty of every 

citizen to participate in 

the religious plays

•

Great City Dionysia of 

Athens = a five-day 

festival in March or April 

each year; all business and 

work were suspended so 

everyone could attend as 

they would a church 

service.
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Dithyrambs = hymns sung to summon and worship Dionysus 

Was the duty of every citizen to participate in the religious plays

Great City Dionysia of Athens = a five-day festival in March or April each year; all business and work were suspended so everyone could attend as they would a church service.
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Thespis [Sixth century B.C.]

•

Considered the “father of 

drama”

•

Won a prize for his tragedy 

in 535 or 534 B.C.

•

Introduced the idea of an 

actor - or “answerer” - who, 

instead of describing the 

god, pretended to be the 

god and held a dialogue with 

the chorus
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Thespis [Sixth century B.C.]


Considered the “father of drama”

Won a prize for his tragedy in 535 or 534 B.C.

 Introduced the idea of an actor - or “answerer” - who, instead of describing the god, pretended to be the god and held a dialogue with the chorus
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Aeschylus [525-456 B.C.]

•

Introduced second actor, allowing 

dialogue without chorus and the 

portrayal of dramatic conflict 

between two actors

•

Introduced trilogies with unified 

themes; all three plays were 

performed in a single day of the 

festival.  

•

Wrote at least 90 plays, but only 7 

survive:  THE SUPPLIANT WOMEN, 

THE PERSIANS, SEVEN AGAINST 

THEBES, PROMETHEUS BOUND, 

THE ORESTEIA (AGAMEMNON, THE 

LIBATION BEARERS, THE 

EUMENIDES)
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Aeschylus [525-456 B.C.]


 Introduced second actor, allowing dialogue without chorus and the portrayal of dramatic conflict between two actors

 Introduced trilogies with unified themes; all three plays were performed in a single day of the festival.  

Wrote at least 90 plays, but only 7 survive:  THE SUPPLIANT WOMEN, THE PERSIANS, SEVEN AGAINST THEBES, PROMETHEUS BOUND, THE ORESTEIA (AGAMEMNON, THE LIBATION BEARERS, THE EUMENIDES)
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Sophocles [ 496-406 B.C.]

•

Introduced a third actor, allowing for 

a more complicated plot

•

Fixed the number of citizens in a 

chorus at fifteen

•

Introduced painted scenery

•

Made each play of his trilogy 

separate in nature

•

Wrote more than 120 plays, but only 

7 survive:  OEDIPUS REX, OEDIPUS AT 

COLONUS, ANTIGONE, ELECTRA, 

AJAX, THE WOMEN OF TRACHIS, 

PHILOCTETES

•

Wrote Antigone first, then Oedipus 

Rex, then Oedipus at Colonus

•
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Sophocles [ 496-406 B.C.]


 Introduced a third actor, allowing for a more complicated plot

Fixed the number of citizens in a chorus at fifteen

Introduced painted scenery

Made each play of his trilogy separate in nature

Wrote more than 120 plays, but only 7 survive:  OEDIPUS REX, OEDIPUS AT COLONUS, ANTIGONE, ELECTRA, AJAX, THE WOMEN OF TRACHIS, PHILOCTETES

Wrote Antigone first, then Oedipus Rex, then Oedipus at Colonus
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Euripides [486-406 B.C.]

•

Humanized his 

characters and made 

conflicts more 

realistic

•

Reduced the role of 

the chorus

•

Relied on prologues 

to review events and 

provide background 

info
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Euripides [486-406 B.C.]




Humanized his characters and made conflicts more realistic

 Reduced the role of the chorus

 Relied on prologues to review events and provide background info
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Euripides [486-406 8.C.]

+ Humanized his
characters and made
conflcts more
realistic
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STRUCTURE OF THE 

THEATER

•

15,000-16,000 

CITIZENS [possibly, 

also women and 

non-citizens] 

attended theater; 

perhaps 

comparable to 

attending church 

nowadays
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STRUCTURE OF THE THEATER




15,000-16,000 CITIZENS [possibly, also women and non-citizens] attended theater; perhaps comparable to attending church nowadays
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THEATER

* 15,000-16,000
CITIZENS [possibly,
also women and
non-citizens]
attended theater;
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comparable to
attending church
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•

Theatron [“theater”] = the seeing place; 

originally just a hillside; eventually stone 

bleachers were constructed in a horseshoe shape

•

Orchestra [“orchestra”] = circular dancing place 

with thymele in center; actors and chorus 

performed here

•

Thymele = an altar to Dionysus at the center of 

the orchestra

•

Skene [ “scene”] = building in which actors 

dressed and kept their masks, etc.

•

Proskenion [“proscenium”] = front of skene; 

served as backdrop for plays

•

Parados [“parade”] = entrance on each side of 

skene to orchestra and theatron
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Theatron [“theater”] = the seeing place; originally just a hillside; eventually stone bleachers were constructed in a horseshoe shape

Orchestra [“orchestra”] = circular dancing place with thymele in center; actors and chorus performed here

Thymele = an altar to Dionysus at the center of the orchestra

Skene [ “scene”] = building in which actors dressed and kept their masks, etc.

Proskenion [“proscenium”] = front of skene; served as backdrop for plays

Parados [“parade”] = entrance on each side of skene to orchestra and theatron
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ACTORS AND ACTING

•

Hypocrites = actor; person pretending to be 

what he was not

•

Actor and playwright originally the same; 

playwright took leading role

•

Never had more than three actors, who played 

various characters

Protagonist = leading role, plus minor roles

Deuteragonist = second actor

Tritagonist = third actor

•

Could have any number of “extras” on stage, but 

they didn’t speak
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ACTORS AND ACTING


 Hypocrites = actor; person pretending to be what he was not

Actor and playwright originally the same; playwright took leading role

Never had more than three actors, who played various characters

		 Protagonist = leading role, plus minor roles

		Deuteragonist = second actor

		Tritagonist = third actor

Could have any number of “extras” on stage, but they didn’t speak









ACTORS AND ACTING

+ Hypaerites = actor;person pretending to be
what he was not

+ Actor and playwright originaly the same;
playwright too leading ole
+ Never had more than thee actors, who piyed
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•

All male performers; they played 

female roles, too, by using 

costumes, masks, changing their 

voices

•

Costumes and masks

–

Long, flowing robes [chitons] in 

symbolic colors

–

Boots [cothurni] with raised 

soles to give height

–

Larger-than-life masks [persona] 

made of linen, wood, cork

•

Identified a character’s age, 

gender, emotion

•

Exaggerated features, esp. 

large eyes, open mouth
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All male performers; they played female roles, too, by using costumes, masks, changing their voices

 Costumes and masks

Long, flowing robes [chitons] in symbolic colors

Boots [cothurni] with raised soles to give height

Larger-than-life masks [persona] made of linen, wood, cork

 Identified a character’s age, gender, emotion

Exaggerated features, esp. large eyes, open mouth
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= Aliwnts pariormar; thay played
female oles, 100, by using
costumes, maske, changingther
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CHORUS

•

Music and dance

–

Greek tragedy originally 

entirely lyrical

–

Musical component 

retained; believed each 

instrument had an 

emotional effect on listener 

(flute, lyre, trumpet)

–

Dance = any rhythmical 

movement, even walking 

across stage in unison or 

coordinated hand gestures
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CHORUS




Music and dance

 Greek tragedy originally entirely lyrical

Musical component retained; believed each instrument had an emotional effect on listener (flute, lyre, trumpet)

Dance = any rhythmical movement, even walking across stage in unison or coordinated hand gestures
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Function of chorus

•

Sets mood and expresses theme

•

Adds beauty through song and dance

•

Gives background info

•

Divides action and reflects on events

•

Questions, advises, offers opinions through 

Choragos

•

Represents elders, common people

•

Does not further the plot
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Function of chorus


Sets mood and expresses theme

Adds beauty through song and dance

Gives background info

Divides action and reflects on events

Questions, advises, offers opinions through Choragos

Represents elders, common people

Does not further the plot









Function of chorus

Sets mood and expresses theme
‘Adds beauty through song and dance.
Gives background info

Divides action and refects o events
Questions, adviss,offers opinions through
Choragos.

Represents elders, common people

Does not further the plot
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Conventions

•

Unities (Aristotle’s 

“Poetics”)

–

Unity of action = only 

one story, no sub-plots

–

Unity of time = entire 

story occurs in one day

–

Unity of place = entire 

story occurs in one 

location
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Conventions


Unities (Aristotle’s “Poetics”)

 Unity of action = only one story, no sub-plots

 Unity of time = entire story occurs in one day

Unity of place = entire story occurs in one location
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Conventions
* Unities (Aristotle’s
“Poetics”)

~ Unity of action = only.
one story, no sub-plots

~ Unity of time = entire.
story oceurs in one day

~Unity of place
story oceurs in one
ocation
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CONVENTIONS CONTINUED

•

Messenger

–

Tells news happening away from scene

–

Reports acts of violence unsuitable to be seen

•

Limitations of theater

–

Continuous presence of chorus on stage

–

No intermissions - continuous flow of episodes 

and odes

–

No lighting -- plays were presented in daytime

–

No curtains
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CONVENTIONS CONTINUED



Messenger

Tells news happening away from scene

Reports acts of violence unsuitable to be seen

 Limitations of theater

Continuous presence of chorus on stage

No intermissions - continuous flow of episodes and odes

 No lighting -- plays were presented in daytime

No curtains
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+ Messenger

~Tells news happening away from scene.
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+ Umiatlons of theater
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~No ntermissions - continuous flow of episodes
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CONVENTIONS CONTINUED

* Messenger

—Tells news happening away from scene

— Reports acts of violence unsuitable to be seen
* Limitations of theater

— Continuous presence of chorus on stage

— No intermissions - continuous flow of episodes
and odes

— No lighting -- plays were presented in daytime
— No curtains
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