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Greek Drama Notes to Accompany Oedipus Rex

Origins of Greek Drama (Tragedy, theatre, masks, Greek actors)

To celebrate their gods, the Greeks held many religious festivals, during which drama played an important part.  All Athenian citizens and non-citizens attended the religious celebration, a theatrical performance to honor the god Dionysus, who, according to myth, suffered, died, and was resurrected.  The early tragedies are in this cycle of despair followed by the ecstasy of enlightenment.  These plays were coral lyrics with one actor taking several roles and conversing with the leader of the chorus between performances of the chorus.  In time, tragedies were based on myths, with choral odes altering with dialogue.  These plays taught a moral lesson.

Tragedy- the Greek tragedy focuses on the tragic hero.  This tragic hero is a great man who has one tragic flaw, which brings about his downfall.  As the hero accepts the consequences of his errors, he teaches the audience some truth of life.  The people watching feel a catharsis, a heightening of emotions, as they watch the hero suffer and they identify with his problems.  In the end, the audience feels purged, drained of its emotions, and better able to understand life.

The Greek Theatre

Historians believe that drama was first performed on the stone threshing floors in the countryside of Greece.  Eventually historians surmise that this circular “dancing place,” or orchestra, was moved to the foot of the temple of the god being honored.  The temple then served as a background for early theatrical performances.  By the fifth century B.C., the design of the Greek theatre was complete with its early connections to the rural stone threshing floors incorporated.
Using the hilly terrain of Greece, the builders of Greek theatre positioned the orchestra, where the chorus danced, at the foot of a semi-circular hillside into which stone benches were built.  The audience sat on these benches in the theatron, “The seeing place.”  Extending from the orchestra to each side of the theatron were two broad aisles, the parados, a term which also identified the entrance song of the chorus in a tragedy.  Perpendicular to the orchestra was the skene, a rectangular building with three doors in front, providing a generic backdrop for the action of the plays as well as an area into which actors could exit to disappear from the scene and to change costumes, masks, and roles.  Toward the end of the century, a small platform in front of the skene appeared to give actors more visibility and to separate them from the chorus in the orchestra below.  This platform was called the proskenion.
The performances began at dawn and lasted the entire day.  The light of the sun illuminated performers and audience alike, uniting them uniquely into the drama.

The Greek Mask


Born of man’s use of the mask in the religious ritual to inspire awe in the congregation by appearing more than mortal and to hide his face from the gods as he impersonated them, the theatre adopted the mask as one of its more significant conventions. To complete the larger-than-life picture, the actor wore a large mask which served as a megaphone with its large aperture for the mouth, and as a symbol to distinguish the role. Usually the mask was constructed of bark, cork, leather, or linen. The most beautiful were tragic; the grotesque and bizarre depicting creatures like frogs and birds were reserved for comedy. The flexibility of changing mask allowed actors to change roles easily. A mask was called a persona.

The Greek Actor

Participating Greek drama was considered to be a citizen’s civic duty. Citizens were expected to volunteer to perform in the chorus. Experienced performers, especially citizens trained in oratory, elevated to the status of actor. The Greek actor, who might also be a governmental official or influential businessman, was highly regarded in Greek society. So revered, the actor was often exempted from military duty.
In this male-dominated society, women were not allowed to act. They were often excluded from the audience, or when not allowed to attend, were regulated to the upper rows of the seats.

The actor portraying the god, king, or legendary hero needed to appear larger than life. As a symbol, he reflected a grander status than mere mortals, like those appearing in the chorus. He needed to be seen by the audience who were at a great distance from the stage. Therefore, the actor donned a costume which added size and distinction to his role.

The actor wore a long, flowing robe, dyed in symbolic colors, called chiton, which a great deal of padding underneath to give a broader than natural appearance. To add height, high, platformed shoes called cothurni were worn.
Though the actor gained in size, he lost mobility, which led to a more declamatory style of acting which required the actor to move little and to face his audience for delivery of his speeches. Because of distance from the audience and limited mobility, actors developed stock, broad, sweeping gestures and general movements which signified particular emotions, such as lowering the head to indicate grief, or beating the breast and rending their clothes to indicate mourning, or stretching out arms in prayer.
Actors carried properties (props) to indicate roles. A herald might wear a wreath, a traveler a broad brimmed hat. Kings customarily carried scepters and warriors carried spears. The elderly carried sticks serving as canes.
The most distinctive feature of the actor’s costume was the mask. Paradoxically, the mask both limited and broadened the audience understands the role portrayed. The mask helped to identify the specific character, yet generalized the features enough to indicate a virtual everyman, helping the audience to glean that personal massage the Greeks indented to impart in their drama.

Irony

Irony is a contrast between what appears to be and what actually exists, between what is expected and what is experienced.
To illustrate, it is ironic that Romeo and Juliet, the only kids of bitter enemies, meet serendipitously and fall in love.  Another example of irony is a situation in which a new York bank robber held several people hostage but felt responsible to feed them and ordered pizza.  When the pizza arrived, he paid the delivery boy.  O. Henry’s short story “The ransom of Red Chief” presents a third example of irony when the kidnappers pay a ransom to return the bratty Red Chief to his parents.
Types of irony

There are three types of irony:

Verbal Irony When a character says one thing but means another.  Example: In scene 1, Oedipus and Teiresias parry.  Teiresias says to Oedipus: “I say that you, with both your eyes, are blind.”  Teiresias calls Oedipus blind, though physically, Oedipus has sight.  We learn that Teiresias is referring to insight.  Ironically, once Oedipus gains insight, he physically blinds himself.

Situational Irony what happens is different from what’s expected to happen.  It is ironic that the murderer, whom Oedipus seeks to cast from Thebes and thereafter lift the curse upon the city, is, in reality, himself.

Dramatic Irony The audience or reader is aware of critical information of which the characters are unaware.  When Oedipus states in the Prologos that “by avenging the murdered King I protect myself,” dramatic irony is at work. Aware from the beginning of the guilt of Oedipus, the audience realizes that by avenging the murder of Laios, Oedipus, in fact, destroys himself.

Reasons for using Irony
Irony can heighten suspense.

Irony can add humor.

Irony can assist in developing depth of character.

Irony can express theme.

Irony can assist in foreshadowing
Paradox
A seeming contradiction; whatever sounds impossible yet is in fact possible.  “It’s the little things in life that are colossal,” said G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936), the British essayist and master of paradox.  A paradox is a play on ideas, side-by-side contraries that seem to clash and reconcile simultaneously.  In “Canis Major” Robert Frost calls the Big Dog constellation “that heavenly beast.”  See oxymoron in the dictionary.  Paradoxical ideas provide the theme for serious poetry, for poets often set out to show that things are not what they seems—that death is life, that love is hate.  Richard Lovelace in “To Althea, From Prison,” writes.  “Stone walls do not a prison make”—and in confinement that poet finds freedom.  The underlying statement in much poetry is made, and can only be made, by paradox, as Cleanth Brooks observes:

“More direct methods may be tempting, but all of them enfeeble and distort what is to be said…Many of the important things which the poet has to say have to be said by means of paradox:--most of the language of lovers…most of the language of religion: “He who would save his life, must lose it”; The last shall fall first.”

Conventionally, throughout the ages, the motif of physical blindness in literature has paradoxically suggested extraordinary insight into truth.  Consider these two notable quotations illustrating this concept:

“Hear now this, foolish people, and without understanding; which have eyes, and see not; which have ears, and hear not.”

“None no blind as those that will not see.”

Teiresias, the blind prophet, is known to have extraordinary powers of divination.  Oedipus, who physically can see quite well at the beginning of the play, is accused of being blind to the truth.

Structure of a Greek Drama

· PROLOGOS

· Opening portion of the play which sets the scene and contains the exposition (introduces the problem)

· PARADOS

· Named after the broad aisles on either side of the theatron, along which the chorus entered or exited

· Introduces chorus—they remain on the stage. 

· Restates the exposition

· EPISODES    (SCENES)

· Scene in the action of the drama

· Performed by the actors

· STASIMONS    (ODES)

· Choral passage, alternating with the episodes of the plot of the drama

· A type of lyric poem using high level of language—exalted, dignified words

· Chorus sang and danced the odes, accompanied by musical instruments.

· EXODOS

· Concluding section of the tragedy

· Ends with the chorus singing their final lines as they exit

In Oedipus the King, this is the order:
· Prologue (Prologos)

· Parados

· Scene 1 (Episode 1)

· Ode 1 (Stasimon 1)

· Scene 2 (Episode 2)

· Ode 2 (Stasimon 2)

· Scene 3 (Episode 3)

· Ode 3 (Stasimon 3)

· Scene 4 (Episode 4)

· Ode 4 (Stasimon 4)

· Exodos
More Terms to Study

The Chorus: In the earliest Greek plays the chorus was a large group of men dancing and changing or singing in unison. Eventually, the number was reduced to twelve or fifteen, and one member, the chorus leader (the Choragos), was given individual lines. Some playwrights used the chorus to interpret and recall past events, to comment on the actions of the characters in the play, or to foretell the future. 

Tragedy: To many people, a tragedy is merely an unhappy ending, but the Greeks had no such simple belief.


First of all, the Greeks believed that every person’s life was ruled by a predetermined fate – a natural force set in motion by the gods. Furthermore, they believed that every person’s fate held in store a personal allotment of unavoidable misery that would come about naturally. Mystery in itself was not tragic but expected. 


The Greeks also believed, however, that each person possessed a certain freedom of will and action – a concept often touched upon by Socrates in his teachings. By wisely making use of her personal freedom, a person could fulfill her fate with dignity, suffering no more than her allotted share of grief. On the other hand, a person always stood in danger of misusing this freedom. Through some tragic flaw in his own character, he might tempt fate in such a way that he would come to lose all personal dignity; in the process he would bring upon himself more pain and suffering than his fate had originally held in store for him.


A Greek tragedy, then, in the story of the downfall of a basically good and noble individual, who, because of some personal flaw in character, unwittingly tempts fate and brings upon himself extraordinary amounts of sorrow and suffering. 

Tragic Flaw (hamartia):  A defect or weakness in a tragic hero or heroine, which leads to his/her downfall. It usually is not a moral defect, but rather a consequence of being exposed to a tragic action. The hamartia links the hero or heroine to “real people” because it makes him/her imperfect. 

Tragic Hero: A man or woman not pre-eminently virtuous and just whose misfortune, however, is brought upon him not by vice and depravity but by some error of judgment. It is often excessive pride (hubris) that brings the wrath of the gods or state down upon the hero. 

Imagery: In a dramatic work, and especially in verse drama, appeals to the sensuous experience or memory of the reader or auditor through repeated references to sight, sound, and other reminders of the physical world. A great deal of attention has been focused on the images and patterns of imagery in Shakespeare’s plays, since a study of imagery often reveals the deeper meaning or unconscious motivations of the dramatist.

Catharsis: Purgation; a pouring out of emotions

Allegory: a story in which the characters, settings, and events stand for abstract or moral concepts

Allusion: the repetition of consonant sounds in words that are close to one another

Assonance: the repetition of similar vowel sounds followed by different consonant sounds in words that are close together

Conflict: a struggle or clash between opposing characters, forces, or emotions

Dramatic structure: the method of development or a play’s plot

                    *Exposition: relevant background information is presented

                    *Rising Action: accelerates and adds complications to the plot

                    *Climax/Turning Point: moment of greatest emotional intensity/suspense

                    *Falling Action: Unravels the complications

                    *Resolution: settles the play’s conflict

Genre: Category to which a literary work belongs

Irony: Contrast or discrepancy between expectations and reality-between what is said and what is really meant, between what is expected and what really happens, or between what appears to be true and what is really true. 

Metaphor: a figure of speech that makes a comparison between two seemingly unlike things without using the connective words like, as, than, or resembles.

Motif: in literature, a word, character, object, image metaphor or idea that recurs in a work or in several works.

Ode:  A complex, generally lengthy lyric poem on a serous subject

Simile:  A figure of speech that makes a comparison between two seemingly unlike things by using a connective word such as like, as than, or resembles.

Tone:  the attitude a writer takes toward the reader, a subject, or a character.

Other Terms to Define While Reading

Places:

1. Cithaeron

2. Corinth

3. Acropolis

4. Thebes

Characters:

5. Creon

6. Ismene

7. Jocasta

8. Laius

9. Oedipus

10. Teiresias

Gods/Goddesses:

11. Apollo

12. Dionysus
Theatre:

13. Proskenion

14. Skene

15. Choragos

16. Chorus

17. Ode

18. Monologue

