Ancient Greek Tragedy

TERMS

Aristotelian TRAGEDY-- depicts the downfall of a basically good person through some fatal error or misjudgment, producing suffering and insight on the part of the protagonist and arousing pity and fear on the part of the audience. The tragic hero is "better than we are," in that he is of higher than ordinary moral worth. Such a man is shown as suffering a change in fortune from happiness to misery because of a mistaken act, to which he is led by his hamartia (his "error of judgment") or, as it is often literally translated, his tragic flaw.

Characteristics
· Tragic heroes are born into nobility (outstanding quality)
· Tragic heroes are responsible for their own actions (commit “an act of injustice” – hamartia – through ignorance or from a conviction that some greater good will be served)
· Tragic hero’s downfall is his own fault; accident, villainy, or fate may contribute to the downfall but only as cooperating agents
· Are admirable and his fall fills us with pity & fear; misfortune is not wholly deserved

· Gain self-knowledge or insight about himself; gains wisdom
· Tragedy does not leave the audience in a state of depression, but leaves them with an emotional release (catharsis)
Dramatic Irony-- When the words and actions of the characters of a work of literature have a different meaning for the reader than they do for the characters. This is the result of the reader having a greater knowledge than the characters themselves.
The theater was an open-air structure:

1. Orchestra—a level circle 90 ft. in diameter where the chorus performed.  Orchestra literally means dancing in place.

2. Skene—Outside arc of the orchestra circle, a low rectangular building open on both ends where actors entered and exited, as well as changed costumes and masks.

3. Theatron—rising from the orchestra were tiers of stone seats for the audience.  The seating was “in the round”.  The theater at Athens seated 17,000.  Other theaters seated as many as 40,000.

Two mechanical devices used on stage:

1. ekkyklema--`a wheeled-out thing', a platform on wheels rolled out through one of the doors of the skene, on which a tableau was displayed representing the result of an action indoors (e.g., a murder) and therefore was unseen by the audience.
2. mechane--`theatrical machine', a crane to which a cable with a harness for an actor was attached. This device allowed an actor portraying a god or goddess (or any character who flies) to arrive on scene in the most realistic way possible, from the sky. The mechane deposited the actor on top of the skene so that he as a deity could address the human characters from an appropriately higher level.
The format of Greek plays was rigidly prescribed: 

Prologue: Spoken by one or two characters before the chorus appears. The prologue usually gives the mythological background necessary for understanding the events of the play.

Parodos: This is the song sung by the chorus as it first enters the orchestra and dances.

Strophe, Antistrophe, and Epode:  The triad (3) of choral lyrics.
First Episode: This is the first of many sections or parts of the play when the characters and chorus talk.

First Stasimon: At the end of each episode, the other characters usually leave the stage and the chorus dances and sing a stasimon, or choral ode. The ode usually reflects on the things said and done in the episodes, and puts it into some kind of larger mythological framework.

For the rest of the play, there is alternation between episodes and stasima, until the final scene, called the...

Exodos: At the end of play, the chorus exits singing a processional song, which usually offers words of wisdom, related to the actions and outcome of the play.
NOTES ON GREEK THEATER

Ancient Greek Tragedies were religious ritual plays with stylized reenactment of an ancient story the audience was familiar with since childhood.

In Athens plays were performed in the Theater of Dionysus.

A chorus sang and danced to express comments and reflections on the character’s actions.

Plays were presented as a state function and prize contest.  A magistrate chose the best 3 playwrights who had submitted their work.  

Each entry was a group of 4 plays—3 tragedies and a ribald satyr.

As a form of state income tax called a liturgy, 1 wealthy citizen was assigned to each poet/playwright to pay for costs associated with the production.

A playwright wrote chorus parts first and then added actor dialogue.  

In traditional Greek drama, only 3 characters were on stage at a time, apart from the chorus.

Costumes were formal robes with large masks.

Actors were male only.

Actors were required to use vocal inflection and volume to convey emotion since their faces were covered.

No violent movement or gesticulation was allowed, so battle scenes were often described by a messenger who enters to report the details.  These rules were dictated by religious beliefs and citizen’s tastes.

534 b.c. Thespis is the 1st winner of the drama competitions.  He invented the concept of the actor impersonating a character, instead of merely retelling a story.

The ancient Greek, Solon, did not approve of this.  He worried that the “habit of persuading people that imaginary things are true” might be carried into politics.

Sophocles lived between 496 B.C. and 406 B.C.  His famous entry to the plays was Oedipus The King, Antigone, & Oedipus at Colonus.  He won more 1st prizes than any other playwright.  
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