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Introduction

Drama, the mixture of performance, music, painting, dance etc.,
as the 3™ literature form following lyrics and epic, is an old form of arts.
Western drama traces back to the 6" century BC, originating in the
dithyramb — a choral hymn to god Dionysus''’ which represents love of
life, joy and madness. Greece has numerous influential drama theorists
and playwrights such as Plato, Aristotle, Aeschylus and Sophocles'?
etc. whose works are the treasures of all human beings.

Just like any other form of literature, drama, no matter how it
changes and develops, mirrors the joy and sorrow of people of all walks
of life at different periods of time. Watching drama or reading plays is to
have an insight into the life of people and history. It is self-evident that
drama is really important to us, which is proved by the popularity of
various theatres in many countries even today when TV sets offer us main
and cheap source of entertainment, with the Broadway'’! | known as
Great White Way in US and London’s West End'*’ as the most famous.
American universities have thousands of drama departments, with most
universities and even middle schools having their own stages for students
to perform. Children drama 1s prosperous in the United States now,

designed to cultivate children’s critical thinking and creative ability.



Introduction

Britain put on Shakespeare plays in multilingual languages during
the Olympic Games in 2012. The “Isles of Wonder”'" theme of the
Opening Ceremony of the Games is inspired by Shakespeare’s The
Tempest'® | showing the power of literature.

As far as American drama is concerned, the USA Drama Research
offers yearly conference which encourages extensive and further study on
British, especially American drama, all of which present readers with
rich and valuable insight into modern British and American drama here
in China.

However, compared with any other forms of literature such as
novels, poems and essays which have been studied at length in China,
drama study both by students and scholars is, to some degree,
marginalized, which is not paid enough attention to in English literature
education in many universities for which there exist many reasons. One
reason is that drama is a highly specialized form of literature which can
do some things supremely well but which must handle matters in its own
way. The novel is designed to address its audience directly: open it and
you have everything you need in front of you. But a play-text addresses
its ultimate audience indirectly; it is a set of instructions designed to be
interpreted by theatre makers who will then stage the play before its own
audience. The play-text is, actually, quite a strange incomplete object.
The first thing to realize when you open a play-text is that the words in
front of you are not designed to function in the same way as the words in
a novel or poem. The words are designed to become a performance. So
they need to be read differently, thus drama being replaced by more
films and TV series. The second reason is the scarcity of plays published
here in China, which spares many readers the joy of reading plays.

Actually, the popularity of drama in the West shows the necessity of
drama in our life, especially for students majoring in English. Firstly,
the success of drama more than anything else depends on the immediate

response of the audience. Therefore, drama reflects more directly than
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Introduction

poetry and novels the thought, society and people of a certain period of
time. As the strongest and most far-reaching interpreter of our deep-felt
society, drama helps us better understand the English language, history
and culture. Secondly, drama can stimulate people’s creativity in
problem solving, critical analysis, team building and self-confidence.
Besides, studying and directing drama can challenge students’
perceptions about the real world, human nature and themselves,
providing training in the very practical aspects of communication skills
necessary in today’s increasingly information-centered world.

It is known that drama is an art form which depends almost entirely
on what people do and say to each other, the characteristic of which —
plots move on through dialogues, is beneficial for language learning and
study for English major students. Unfortunately, drama teaching in
university is far beyond satisfaction because of the difficulty on the one
hand and on the other hand drama is only a selective course in many
universities. Pressured by the survival problem, many students prefer to
have a course they think that will help in career.

There are some books about Western drama, most of which are
about British and American plays and playwrights. This book attempts to
start with the origin of Western drama, emphasizing the inheritance and
development of British and American drama, with the ambition to
present readers with a panoramic view about the origin, development,
change, characteristics and trend of Western drama.

Chapter one is about the origin of Western drama, in which a lot of
history and politics background of Ancient Greece is discussed, helping
students to make sense why drama originated from Greece instead of
being anywhere else. It is not exaggerating to say that Greek culture is
one of the sources of British and American, rather the whole European
culture, thus exerting great influence on British and American literature.
A lot of Ancient Greek plays are still being performed in various forms on

stage in the world.
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Chapter two and chapter three focus on the development,
inheritance and trend of Western drama which involves some knowledge
about religion, attempting to help students realize the close interrelation
between religion and literature and the great influence between them.
Many people believe the source of Western culture lies in Ancient Greece
and Hebrew, which means understanding Bible'” is a must for students
to get a whole picture of Western literature. Bible both as a religious book
as well as a classic, has particular influence on literature and serves as
the solid foundation of Western culture. It is known that how a writer
analyzes society, observes reality and in what way he portrays his
character all depend on his thinking way and the time he lives in.

Chapter four is about the genre and characteristics in which, the
elements and structure of drama, and the types of drama are presented,
trying to figure out the differences between drama and other forms of
literature and problems of drama.

Chapter five is mainly about the nature of drama and ways of
appreciating drama, cultivating students’ critical analysis of some plays
in the original.

Chapter six gives a brief introduction of some famous modern British
and American playwrights, most of whom have won the Nobel Prize in
literature, helping students to read, appreciate and perform by

themselves some plays in the original.
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Chapter 1 The Origin of Western Drama

Why does this book begin from the origin of Western drama? This is
because knowing the origin of Western drama will help students to get a
whole picture of the development, inheritance and trend of drama in the

future.

Section 1 Ancient Civilizations

Civilization began to appear about 5,500 years ago in the river
valleys of the Nile ( North Africa) and the Tigris-Euphrates'' ( the
present-day Middle East); slightly later, civilization appeared in the
Indus Valley ( present-day Pakistan) ca. 2,400 BC and then in the
Yellow River Valley in China ca. 2,000 BC. Other -civilizations
developed independently and considerably later in the Americas. These
earliest civilizations dating back thousands of years still impress us with
their achievements in art, architecture, science and techniques. What
will cross your mind when it comes to the civilized countries such as
India, Egypt and China?

To many people, Taj Mahal is associated with India, Pyramids with
Egypt and China with Terra-Cotta. Surely the majority of people know
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Chapter 1 The Origin of Western Drama

something about pyramids and Terra-Cotta which are great and
impressive mausoleums for ancient powerful emperors. What is Taj
Mahal? Located in the city of Agra, India, the Taj Mahal is one of the
most beautiful masterpieces of architecture in the world. It was ordered to
build by Shah Jahan, the 5" Mogul emperor of India, in tribute to his
wife, who died giving birth to their 14" child ( You can witness the glory
in the movie Slumdog Millionaire). All the marvelous projects mentioned
above are graves for powerful people or people relevant to the power.
How about Ancient Greece? Do Ancient Greeks leave us huge graves

too? What do Ancient Greeks leave us?

Section 2 Ancient Greece

The plays of one ancient city 2,500 years ago by just 4 playwrights
have had a profound effect on the development of all subsequent Western
drama, not only on the theatrical stage, but on opera, film, television,
stand-up comedy and dance — in fact, most, if not all, of the live arts
owe a debt to the theatre of Ancient Greece and the city of Athens'?’.
Greek tragedy grew in popularity throughout the Enlightenment, where
the reading of ancient drama was part of a good classical education and
Aristotle’s Poetics'®’ became a standard text for the construction of well-
made tragedies.

Ancient Greeks have unparalleled achievements in various aspects
such as philosophy, arts, architecture and so on. Greek sculpture is
unprecedented and marvelous. The statues created by Ancient Greeks in
the Classical and Hellenistic ages'* provide the foundation not only for
Roman sculpture, but also for Western sculpture as we know it today.
Literature is unmatched in history too. Thucydides[s] , (c.460-400 BC)
the greatest of Ancient Greek historians, gives a vivid and scientific

]

account of the Peloponnesian War'® between Athens and Sparta.

Actually, his description of the war is one of the classic pieces of writing
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