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• Sub-Part 1.1.2: Distinctive features of drama compared to prose and poetry 

Part 1.2: Elements of drama 

• Sub-Part 1.2.1: Plot, character, and dialogue 

• Sub-Part 1.2.2: Setting, theme, and conflict 

• Sub-Part 1.2.3: Performance elements in African drama 

Part 1.3: Functions and significance of drama 

• Sub-Part 1.3.1: Drama as entertainment and education 

• Sub-Part 1.3.2: Drama as a reflection of society 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Drama is one of the oldest and most dynamic forms of literature, combining both written text and 

live performance to communicate ideas, emotions, and social realities. Unlike prose or poetry, 

drama is designed to be enacted before an audience, making it a unique genre that bridges 

literature and theatre. For learners of literature, understanding drama as a literary genre is 

essential because it provides insight into how stories are structured for performance and how 

cultural contexts shape dramatic expression. 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the fundamental nature of drama as a literary genre, 

equipping you with the ability to define its scope, identify its distinctive features, and explain its 

elements and functions. 

We shall commence this Series by defining drama as a literary genre, exploring its meaning, 

scope, and distinctive features compared to prose and poetry. Next, we will continue with the 

elements of drama, focusing on plot, character, dialogue, setting, theme, conflict, and 

performance elements in African drama. Finally, we will wrap up by examining the functions 

and significance of drama, considering its role as entertainment, education, and a reflection of 

society. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define drama as a literary genre, 

• SLO 1.2 explain the distinctive features of drama compared to prose and poetry, 

• SLO 1.3 identify and describe the key elements of drama such as plot, character, 

dialogue, setting, theme, and conflict, 

• SLO 1.4 analyse the performance elements in African drama, and 

• SLO 1.5 evaluate the functions and significance of drama as entertainment, education, 

and a reflection of society. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1.1 Defining Drama As A Literary Genre 
1.1.1 Meaning and scope of drama 

Drama is a form of literature intended for performance before an audience. Unlike prose, which 

is read silently, or poetry, which may be recited, drama combines written text with live 

enactment. Its scope covers both the script and the performance, making it a unique genre that 

bridges literature and theatre. 

Drama is often described as “life presented on stage,” because it portrays human actions, 

emotions, and conflicts through dialogue and movement. It is therefore both a literary text and a 

social experience. 

Fill in the blank: Drama is a form of literature intended for __________ before an audience. 
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Figure 1.1: Scope of drama as a literary genre  

1.1.2 Distinctive features of drama compared to prose and poetry 

Distinctive features are the qualities that set drama apart from other literary forms. While prose 

relies on narration and poetry on rhythm and imagery, drama is characterised by dialogue, action, 

and stage directions. It is written to be performed, not merely read. 

For example, a novel may describe a character’s thoughts, but in drama, those thoughts must be 

expressed through speech or action. This makes drama more immediate and interactive. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike prose and poetry, drama is characterised by __________ and stage 

directions. 

Feature Drama Prose (Novel/Short Story) Poetry 

Medium 
Designed for 

Performance. 
Designed for Reading. 

Designed for 

Reflection/Sound. 

Perspective 
Multiple voices 

(Dialogue). 
Often a single Narrator. 

Often a "Lyric I" or 

Persona. 

Structure 
Divided into Acts and 

Scenes. 

Divided into 

Chapters/Paragraphs. 

Divided into 

Stanzas/Lines. 

Visuals 
Relies on Sets and 

Costumes. 

Relies on Reader's 

Imagination. 

Relies on Imagery and 

Metaphor. 

Box 1.1: Distinctive features of drama 

Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Drama is a form of literature intended for __________ before an audience. 
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2. State one way drama differs from prose. 

3. What is meant by the scope of drama? 

4. Unlike prose and poetry, drama is characterised by __________ and stage directions. 

5. Mention one distinctive feature of drama. 

 

1.2 Elements Of Drama 
1.2.1 Plot, character, and dialogue 

Plot refers to the sequence of events that make up a dramatic story. It provides structure and 

direction, guiding the audience through conflict, climax, and resolution. Character is the person 

or figure who carries out the actions within the plot. Characters may be protagonists, antagonists, 

or supporting roles, each contributing to the unfolding of the drama. Dialogue is the spoken 

exchange between characters. It reveals personality, advances the plot, and conveys themes. 

Unlike prose narration, dialogue is the primary medium through which drama communicates. 

Fill in the blank: The spoken exchange between characters in drama is known as __________. 

 

 Figure 1.2: Core elements of drama  

1.2.2 Setting, theme, and conflict 

Setting refers to the time and place in which the drama occurs. It provides context and 

atmosphere for the action. Theme is the central idea or message explored in the drama, such as 

love, justice, or betrayal. Conflict is the struggle between opposing forces that drives the plot 

forward. It may be internal (within a character) or external (between characters or groups). 

Fill in the blank: The struggle between opposing forces that drives the plot forward is called 

__________. 
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Type of 

Conflict 
Dramatic Focus Classical Example 

Man vs. Man 
External confrontation and interpersonal 

tension. 

Othello vs. Iago 

(Betrayal/Rivalry) 

Man vs. 

Society 
Ethical stands and the fight for freedom. Antigone vs. The State Law 

Man vs. Self 
Moral dilemmas and psychological 

growth. 

Hamlet's indecision and inner 

turmoil 

Man vs. 

Nature 

The fragility and strength of the human 

spirit. 
The Old Man and the Sea 

Box 1.2: Examples of dramatic conflicts 

1.2.3 Performance elements in African drama 

Performance elements are the features that make African drama distinctive, often blending 

literature with cultural practices. These include music, dance, mime, improvisation, and audience 

participation. African drama is not confined to the stage but often takes place in communal 

spaces, reflecting social values and traditions. 

For example, in total theatre, African drama integrates song, dance, and dialogue to create a 

holistic performance experience. 

Fill in the blank: In African drama, the blending of song, dance, and dialogue is often referred to 

as __________ theatre. 

 

Figure 1.3: Performance elements in African drama  

Pilot questions 1.2 
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1. The spoken exchange between characters in drama is known as __________. 

2. What is the struggle between opposing forces that drives the plot forward called? 

3. State one example of dramatic conflict. 

4. Mention one performance element in African drama. 

5. In African drama, the blending of song, dance, and dialogue is often referred to as 

__________ theatre. 

 

1.3 Functions And Significance Of Drama 
1.3.1 Drama as entertainment and education 

Entertainment in drama refers to its ability to engage, amuse, and captivate audiences through 

storytelling, humour, suspense, or emotional intensity. Drama entertains by presenting human 

experiences in ways that resonate with audiences. Education in drama refers to its role in 

teaching values, history, and social lessons. Many plays are designed to inform audiences about 

cultural traditions, moral choices, or political issues. 

For example, a comedy may entertain by making audiences laugh, while a historical play may 

educate by presenting past events in dramatic form. 

Fill in the blank: Drama entertains by presenting human experiences in ways that __________ 

with audiences. 

 

Figure 1.4: Drama as entertainment and education  

1.3.2 Drama as a reflection of society 

Reflection of society means that drama mirrors the values, struggles, and aspirations of the 

community in which it is produced. Plays often highlight social issues such as justice, inequality, 

or cultural identity, making drama a powerful tool for social commentary. 

For instance, African drama frequently addresses colonial experiences, traditional practices, and 

contemporary challenges, thereby reflecting the realities of its people. 
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Fill in the blank: Drama mirrors the values, struggles, and aspirations of the __________ in 

which it is produced. 

Theme Social Impact Notable Example (Contextual) 

Colonialism 
Deconstructs power dynamics and 

"Empire." 

Death and the King's Horseman (Wole 

Soyinka) 

Tradition 
Preserves oral history while 

questioning rigid norms. 

The Lion and the Jewel (Generational 

conflict) 

Social 

Justice 

Humanizes the victims of systemic 

oppression. 

A Raisin in the Sun (Housing and 

racial inequality) 

Politics 
Acts as a critique of leadership and 

governance. 

Trial of Dedan Kimathi (Revolutionary 

politics) 

Box 1.3: Examples of drama reflecting society 

Pilot questions 1.3 

1. Drama entertains by presenting human experiences in ways that __________ with 

audiences. 

2. State one way drama educates audiences. 

3. Drama mirrors the values, struggles, and aspirations of the __________ in which it is 

produced. 

4. Give one example of drama reflecting society. 

5. Mention one social issue often addressed in African drama. 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has introduced drama as a literary genre, highlighting its unique nature as both a 

written text and a performance art. We began by defining drama, exploring its meaning, scope, 

and distinctive features compared to prose and poetry. We then examined the essential elements 

of drama, including plot, character, dialogue, setting, theme, conflict, and the performance 

elements that distinguish African drama. Finally, we considered the functions and significance of 

drama, focusing on its role as entertainment, education, and a reflection of society. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define drama, explain its distinctive 

features, identify and describe its key elements, analyse performance elements in African drama, 

and evaluate its functions and significance. These abilities directly align with the Series Learning 
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Outcomes (SLOs 1.1–1.5), ensuring that you have a solid foundation for studying drama in 

greater depth throughout the course. 

 

Glossary Of Terms 

• Character: A person or figure who carries out the actions within the plot of a drama. 

• Conflict: The struggle between opposing forces that drives the plot forward, which may 

be internal or external. 

• Dialogue: The spoken exchange between characters in a drama, used to reveal 

personality, advance the plot, and convey themes. 

• Distinctive features: Qualities that set drama apart from prose and poetry, such as 

dialogue, action, and stage directions. 

• Drama: A form of literature intended for performance before an audience, combining 

written text with live enactment. 

• Entertainment: The function of drama that engages and captivates audiences through 

humour, suspense, or emotional intensity. 

• Performance elements: Features of African drama such as music, dance, mime, 

improvisation, and audience participation. 

• Plot: The sequence of events that make up the story in a drama, guiding the audience 

through conflict, climax, and resolution. 

• Reflection of society: The way drama mirrors the values, struggles, and aspirations of the 

community in which it is produced. 

• Setting: The time and place in which the drama occurs, providing context and 

atmosphere for the action. 

• Theme: The central idea or message explored in a drama, such as love, justice, or 

betrayal. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective Questions 

1. Drama is a form of literature intended for __________ before an audience. (Linked to 

SLO 1.1) 

2. Unlike prose and poetry, drama is characterised by __________ and stage directions. 

(Linked to SLO 1.2) 

3. The spoken exchange between characters in drama is known as __________. (Linked to 

SLO 1.3) 

4. The struggle between opposing forces that drives the plot forward is called __________. 

(Linked to SLO 1.3) 
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5. In African drama, the blending of song, dance, and dialogue is often referred to as 

__________ theatre. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define drama as a literary genre. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

7. State one distinctive feature of drama compared to prose and poetry. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

8. Explain the role of dialogue in drama. (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

9. Identify one type of dramatic conflict and give an example. (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

10. Mention one performance element that makes African drama distinctive. (Linked to SLO 

1.4) 

11. Describe one way drama serves as education. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

12. Give one example of drama reflecting society. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

13. Analyse the distinctive features of drama compared to prose and poetry. (Linked to SLO 

1.2) 

• Basic response: Drama differs from prose and poetry because it relies on dialogue, 

action, and stage directions rather than narration or rhythm. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples of how dialogue 

advances plot, how stage directions guide performance, and how these features make 

drama interactive compared to the other genres. 

14. Evaluate the importance of performance elements in African drama. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

• Basic response: Performance elements such as music, dance, and audience participation 

make African drama distinctive and engaging. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may explain how these elements reflect 

cultural traditions, enhance communal participation, and create a holistic form of theatre 

known as total theatre. 

15. Discuss the functions and significance of drama as entertainment, education, and a 

reflection of society. (Linked to SLO 1.5) 

• Basic response: Drama entertains by engaging audiences, educates by teaching values 

and history, and reflects society by portraying social issues. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples of plays that 

entertain through humour, educate by presenting historical events, and reflect society by 

addressing colonialism, justice, or cultural identity. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective Questions 

1. Performance 
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2. Dialogue 

3. Dialogue 

4. Conflict 

5. Total 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Drama is a form of literature intended for performance before an audience, combining 

text and enactment. 

7. Dialogue as the primary mode of expression. 

8. Dialogue reveals character, advances the plot, and conveys themes. 

9. Man versus society, for example a play addressing injustice. 

10. Music or dance. 

11. Drama educates by teaching values, history, or social lessons. 

12. A play addressing colonialism or independence. 

Long-Answer Questions 

13. Basic response: Drama differs from prose and poetry because it uses dialogue, action, 

and stage directions. Value-added response: Examples include dialogue advancing plot, stage 

directions guiding actors, and drama being interactive compared to narration or rhythm. 

14. Basic response: Performance elements such as music, dance, and audience participation 

make African drama distinctive. Value-added response: They reflect cultural traditions, 

enhance communal participation, and create total theatre. 

15. Basic response: Drama entertains, educates, and reflects society. Value-added 

response: Examples include comedies for entertainment, historical plays for education, and 

African dramas addressing colonialism or justice. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 1] 

Part 1.1 

1. Performance 

2. Dialogue 

3. It refers to drama as both text and performance. 

4. Dialogue 

5. Dialogue as the primary mode of expression 

Part 1.2 

1. Dialogue 

2. Conflict 

3. Man versus man, society, self, or nature 
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4. Music, dance, mime, improvisation, or audience participation 

5. Total theatre 

Part 1.3 

1. Resonate 

2. By teaching values, history, or social lessons 

3. Community 

4. Plays addressing colonialism, traditions, justice, or politics 

5. Justice or inequality 

 

References and Attributions [Series 1] 

• Figures 

• Figure 1.1: Scope of drama as a literary genre – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a diagram showing the scope of drama as a literary genre, 

including script, performance, audience, and social experience.” Suggested search 

string: “scope of drama literary genre diagram OER.” 

• Figure 1.2: Core elements of drama – AI-generated suggestion using the prompt: 

“Create a diagram showing the relationship between plot, character, and dialogue 

in drama.” Suggested search string: “plot character dialogue drama diagram 

OER.” 

• Figure 1.3: Performance elements in African drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing performance elements in African 

drama, including music, dance, mime, improvisation, and audience participation.” 

Suggested search string: “performance elements African drama diagram OER.” 

• Figure 1.4: Drama as entertainment and education – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing drama as entertainment and 

education, including humour, suspense, emotion, values, history, and social 

lessons.” Suggested search string: “functions of drama entertainment education 

diagram OER.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 1.1: Distinctive features of drama – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing distinctive features of drama compared to 

prose and poetry.” Suggested search string: “distinctive features of drama vs prose 

poetry OER.” 

• Box 1.2: Examples of dramatic conflicts – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing examples of dramatic conflicts such as man 

versus man, society, self, and nature.” Suggested search string: “types of conflict 

in drama OER.” 
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• Box 1.3: Examples of drama reflecting society – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate a text box listing examples of drama reflecting society, 

including colonialism, traditions, justice, and politics.” Suggested search string: 

“examples of drama reflecting society OER.” 

• Key Terms and Concepts 

• Definitions of drama, distinctive features, plot, character, dialogue, setting, 

theme, conflict, performance elements, entertainment, and reflection of 

society were introduced and explained within the instructional content of Series 1. 

• Open Educational Resources (OERs) 

• Suggested search strings throughout Series 1 are intended to guide learners and 

instructors towards open-access diagrams, tables, and scholarly materials that can 

supplement the instructional content. 

 

 

Course Code: LIT 106 

Course Title: Introduction to Drama 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Introduction To Drama As A Literary Genre 

Series 2: Origins And Evolution Of Drama From Rituals To Festivals 

Series 3: Classical Drama To Modern English Drama 

Series 4: Forms Of Drama In Africa 

Series 5: Dramatic Traditions And Major Proponents 

Proposed Outline for Series 2 

Part 2.1: Ritual origins of drama 

• Sub-Part 2.1.1: Drama in religious and communal rituals 

• Sub-Part 2.1.2: Symbolism and performance in early rituals 

Part 2.2: Transition from ritual to festival 

• Sub-Part 2.2.1: Emergence of structured performances 

• Sub-Part 2.2.2: Role of festivals in shaping dramatic traditions 

Part 2.3: Evolution into organised drama 

• Sub-Part 2.3.1: Development of dramatic forms in ancient societies 

• Sub-Part 2.3.2: Influence of cultural practices on early drama 

Introduction 
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Drama did not begin as a written text but as a communal activity deeply rooted in ritual and 

celebration. Early societies used performance to express religious beliefs, mark seasonal 

changes, and strengthen social bonds. Over time, these ritual practices evolved into festivals, 

which provided a more structured and artistic form of performance. Understanding this 

transformation is essential because it shows how drama grew from sacred and communal origins 

into a recognised literary and theatrical genre. 

The aim of this Series is to trace the origins of drama from its ritual beginnings to its 

development into festival performances, helping you to recognise how cultural practices shaped 

the foundations of dramatic traditions. 

We shall commence this Series by examining the ritual origins of drama, focusing on how 

religious and communal activities incorporated symbolism and performance. Next, we will 

continue with the transition from ritual to festival, exploring how structured performances 

emerged and how festivals influenced dramatic traditions. Finally, we will wrap up by 

considering the evolution into organised drama, looking at how ancient societies developed 

dramatic forms and how cultural practices shaped early drama. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 define the ritual origins of drama, 

• SLO 2.2 explain the role of symbolism and performance in early rituals, 

• SLO 2.3 describe how drama transitioned from ritual to festival, 

• SLO 2.4 analyse the role of festivals in shaping dramatic traditions, and 

• SLO 2.5 evaluate how cultural practices influenced the evolution of organised drama in 

ancient societies. 

2.1 Ritual Origins Of Drama 
2.1.1 Drama in religious and communal rituals 

Ritual refers to a set of formalised actions performed in a religious or communal context, often 

involving symbolic gestures, chants, or movements. In many early societies, rituals were not 

only spiritual practices but also communal performances that brought people together. These 

rituals laid the foundation for drama because they combined storytelling, symbolic action, and 

audience participation. 

For example, seasonal rituals marking harvest or fertility often included songs, dances, and 

enactments of myths. These elements gradually evolved into dramatic performances. 

Fill in the blank: Rituals laid the foundation for drama because they combined storytelling, 

symbolic action, and __________ participation. 
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Figure 2.1: Drama emerging from ritual origins  

2.1.2 Symbolism and performance in early rituals 

Symbolism in rituals refers to the use of objects, gestures, or actions to represent deeper 

meanings, such as fertility, renewal, or protection. These symbolic acts gave rituals a dramatic 

quality, as participants enacted stories or myths through performance. Performance in rituals 

involved music, dance, chanting, and role-playing. These elements transformed rituals into 

spectacles that resembled early forms of theatre. 

For instance, a ritual dance might symbolise the cycle of life, while a chant could represent 

communication with the divine. Over time, these symbolic performances became more elaborate, 

paving the way for structured drama. 

Fill in the blank: Symbolism in rituals refers to the use of objects, gestures, or actions to 

represent __________ meanings. 

Tradition Ancient Greek (Dionysian) West African (Yoruba Egungun) 

Symbol: 

Masks 

Transitioned from spiritual 

"possession" to the Thespian tool for 

character differentiation. 

Functions as the physical 

manifestation of ancestors, blending 

the line between actor and spirit. 

Symbol: 

Fire/Water 

Fire (Torches) in nocturnal rites 

evolved into the dramatic concept of 

Catharsis (emotional purification). 

Water (Libations) and ritual bathing 

serve as symbolic actions to invoke 

fertility and open the performance. 

Symbol: 

Dance 

Rhythmic choral movements 

(Oreibasia) became the 

choreographed backbone of the 

Greek Chorus. 

Gravity-defying masquerade dances 

symbolize the power of the spirit world 

and the continuity of life cycles. 
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Tradition Ancient Greek (Dionysian) West African (Yoruba Egungun) 

Context 

Evolved from the Dithyramb (choral 

hymn) into structured tragedy and 

comedy. 

A living tradition where communal 

participation remains central to social 

and spiritual health. 

Box 2.1: Examples of symbolism in early rituals 

Pilot questions 2.1 

1. Rituals laid the foundation for drama because they combined storytelling, symbolic 

action, and __________ participation. 

2. What is meant by ritual in the context of drama origins? 

3. State one example of symbolism in early rituals. 

4. Symbolism in rituals refers to the use of objects, gestures, or actions to represent 

__________ meanings. 

5. Mention one performance element found in early rituals. 

 

2.2 Transition From Ritual To Festival 
2.2.1 Emergence of structured performances 

As rituals became more elaborate, communities began to organise them into structured 

performances, where roles were assigned, actions were rehearsed, and sequences were carefully 

planned. Unlike spontaneous ritual acts, these performances had a beginning, middle, and end, 

resembling the structure of drama. 

Festivals provided the opportunity for these performances to be repeated and refined, allowing 

participants to develop dramatic skills and audiences to anticipate the spectacle. This gradual 

organisation marked the shift from ritual to drama. 

Fill in the blank: Unlike spontaneous ritual acts, structured performances had a __________, 

middle, and end. 
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Figure 2.2: Emergence of structured performances from rituals  

2.2.2 Role of festivals in shaping dramatic traditions 

Festivals are communal celebrations often linked to religious or seasonal events. They played a 

crucial role in shaping dramatic traditions because they provided a platform for performances to 

be repeated, shared, and enjoyed by larger audiences. 

Festivals encouraged creativity, as performers introduced costumes, masks, and music to 

enhance the spectacle. They also established a sense of continuity, ensuring that dramatic 

traditions were passed down through generations. 

For example, in ancient Greece, festivals honouring Dionysus became the foundation for 

classical drama, while in Africa, harvest festivals incorporated dance, song, and storytelling that 

evolved into theatrical forms. 

Fill in the blank: Festivals encouraged creativity by introducing costumes, masks, and 

__________ to enhance the spectacle. 

Feature Festival Context (Ritual) Dramatic Context (Performance) 

Participant 
Every community member is a 

participant. 

Clear separation between Actor and 

Audience. 

Mask/Costume 
Used for spiritual 

transformation/possession. 

Used for characterization and 

storytelling. 

Music/Dance 
Spontaneous or traditional communal 

rite. 

Rehearsed accompaniment to a 

narrative. 

Purpose 
To ensure harvest, fertility, or divine 

favor. 

To provide social commentary or 

entertainment. 

Box 2.2: Features of festivals shaping drama 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Unlike spontaneous ritual acts, structured performances had a __________, middle, and 

end. 

2. What is meant by structured performance in the context of drama origins? 

3. State one way festivals shaped dramatic traditions. 

4. Festivals encouraged creativity by introducing costumes, masks, and __________. 

5. Mention one example of a festival that influenced the development of drama. 
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2.3 Evolution Into Organised Drama 
2.3.1 Development of dramatic forms in ancient societies 

As rituals and festivals became more structured, they gradually evolved into organised drama, 

where performances were recognised as a distinct art form. Ancient societies such as Greece, 

Egypt, and parts of Africa began to formalise dramatic practices, introducing scripts, designated 

performers, and permanent performance spaces. 

In Greece, for example, drama developed into tragedy and comedy, performed during festivals 

honouring Dionysus. In Egypt, temple rituals incorporated dramatic enactments of myths, while 

in Africa, storytelling and communal performances evolved into theatrical traditions. These 

developments marked the transition from communal ritual to professionalised drama. 

Fill in the blank: Ancient societies formalised dramatic practices by introducing scripts, 

designated performers, and __________ performance spaces. 

 

Figure 2.3: Development of dramatic forms in ancient societies  

2.3.2 Influence of cultural practices on early drama 

Cultural practices such as storytelling, music, and dance strongly influenced the evolution of 

drama. These practices gave drama its themes, styles, and methods of performance. In African 

societies, oral traditions shaped dramatic narratives, while communal participation ensured that 

drama remained connected to everyday life. 

In Greece, myths and legends provided the themes for tragedies and comedies, while in other 

cultures, rituals of fertility, harvest, and war shaped dramatic content. Thus, drama became a 

mirror of cultural identity, reflecting the values and concerns of the societies that produced it. 

Fill in the blank: In African societies, oral traditions shaped dramatic __________. 

Practice Contribution to Tragedy Contribution to Comedy 

Storytelling 
Focused on the "Fall of the Hero" and 

moral lessons. 

Focused on clever tricks, social satire, 

and happy endings. 
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Practice Contribution to Tragedy Contribution to Comedy 

Myths 
Used legends of Gods and Kings to 

explore suffering. 

Used folk tales and everyday stereotypes 

to mock society. 

Participation 
The Audience experienced Catharsis 

(emotional release). 

The Audience experienced Kome 

(revelry/joyous connection). 

Box 2.3: Cultural practices influencing early drama 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. Ancient societies formalised dramatic practices by introducing scripts, designated 

performers, and __________ performance spaces. 

2. State one example of dramatic development in ancient Greece. 

3. In African societies, oral traditions shaped dramatic __________. 

4. Mention one cultural practice that influenced early drama. 

5. Give one example of how myths influenced dramatic content. 

 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has traced the origins and evolution of drama, showing how it developed from sacred 

rituals into communal festivals and eventually into organised dramatic forms. We began by 

examining the ritual foundations of drama, where symbolic actions, chants, and communal 

participation created early performance traditions. We then explored the transition from ritual to 

festival, highlighting how structured performances and communal celebrations shaped dramatic 

traditions. Finally, we considered the evolution into organised drama, focusing on how ancient 

societies formalised dramatic practices and how cultural traditions influenced early dramatic 

forms. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define the ritual origins of drama, explain 

the role of symbolism and performance in early rituals, describe the transition from ritual to 

festival, analyse the role of festivals in shaping dramatic traditions, and evaluate how cultural 

practices influenced the evolution of organised drama. These abilities directly align with the 

Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs 2.1–2.5), ensuring that you have a clear understanding of how 

drama emerged and developed into a recognised literary and theatrical genre. 

 

Glossary Of Terms 

• Cultural practices: Traditions such as storytelling, music, and dance that influenced the 

themes and styles of early drama. 
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• Festival: A communal celebration, often linked to religious or seasonal events, that 

provided a platform for structured performances and shaped dramatic traditions. 

• Organised drama: Formalised dramatic performances in ancient societies, involving 

scripts, designated performers, and permanent performance spaces. 

• Performance: The enactment of rituals or drama through music, dance, chanting, and 

role-playing. 

• Ritual: A set of formalised actions performed in a religious or communal context, often 

involving symbolic gestures and communal participation. 

• Structured performance: A planned and rehearsed enactment with a beginning, middle, 

and end, marking the transition from ritual to drama. 

• Symbolism: The use of objects, gestures, or actions in rituals to represent deeper 

meanings such as fertility, renewal, or protection. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective Questions 

1. Rituals laid the foundation for drama because they combined storytelling, symbolic 

action, and __________ participation. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Symbolism in rituals refers to the use of objects, gestures, or actions to represent 

__________ meanings. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

3. Unlike spontaneous ritual acts, structured performances had a __________, middle, and 

end. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

4. Festivals encouraged creativity by introducing costumes, masks, and __________. 

(Linked to SLO 2.4) 

5. In African societies, oral traditions shaped dramatic __________. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define ritual in the context of drama origins. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. State one example of symbolism in early rituals. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

8. Explain what is meant by structured performance. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

9. Identify one way festivals shaped dramatic traditions. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

10. Mention one cultural practice that influenced early drama. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the role of symbolism and performance in early rituals. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

• Basic response: Symbolism used objects and gestures to represent deeper meanings, 

while performance involved music, dance, and chanting. Together, they gave rituals a 

dramatic quality. 
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• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples such as fire 

symbolising renewal, masks representing spirits, and ritual dances symbolising life 

cycles, showing how these practices paved the way for drama. 

12. Evaluate the importance of festivals in shaping dramatic traditions. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

• Basic response: Festivals provided a platform for structured performances, encouraged 

creativity, and ensured continuity of traditions. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may explain how festivals in Greece 

honouring Dionysus led to tragedy and comedy, while African harvest festivals integrated 

dance, song, and storytelling into dramatic forms. 

13. Discuss how cultural practices influenced the evolution of organised drama in ancient 

societies. (Linked to SLO 2.5) 

• Basic response: Cultural practices such as storytelling, music, and myths shaped the 

themes and styles of drama. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may elaborate on how oral traditions in 

Africa shaped narrative structures, how myths in Greece provided themes for tragedies, 

and how communal participation reinforced drama’s social relevance. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective Questions 

1. Communal 

2. Deeper 

3. Beginning 

4. Music 

5. Narratives 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Ritual is a set of formalised actions performed in a religious or communal context, often 

involving symbolic gestures and participation. 

7. Fire symbolising purification or renewal. 

8. A planned and rehearsed enactment with a beginning, middle, and end. 

9. By providing a platform for performances and encouraging creativity with costumes, 

masks, and music. 

10. Storytelling or music. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Symbolism and performance gave rituals dramatic qualities. Value-

added response: Examples include fire symbolising renewal, masks representing spirits, and 

ritual dances symbolising life cycles. 
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12. Basic response: Festivals shaped drama by providing platforms, encouraging creativity, 

and ensuring continuity. Value-added response: Examples include Greek Dionysian festivals 

leading to tragedy and comedy, and African harvest festivals integrating dance and storytelling. 

13. Basic response: Cultural practices influenced drama through storytelling, music, and 

myths. Value-added response: Examples include African oral traditions shaping narratives, 

Greek myths providing themes, and communal participation reinforcing drama’s social 

relevance. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 2] 

Part 2.1 

1. Communal 

2. A set of formalised actions performed in a religious or communal context. 

3. Fire symbolising purification or renewal. 

4. Deeper 

5. Music, dance, chanting, or role-playing 

Part 2.2 

1. Beginning 

2. A planned and rehearsed enactment with a beginning, middle, and end. 

3. By providing platforms for performances and encouraging creativity. 

4. Music 

5. Dionysian festivals in Greece or harvest festivals in Africa 

Part 2.3 

1. Permanent 

2. Tragedy or comedy performed during festivals honouring Dionysus. 

3. Narratives 

4. Storytelling, music, dance, or myths 

5. Myths and legends providing themes for tragedies and comedies 

 

References and Attributions [Series 2] 

• Figures 

• Figure 2.1: Drama emerging from ritual origins – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Create a diagram showing drama emerging from ritual practices, 

including symbolic action, communal participation, and performance.” Suggested 

search string: “ritual origins of drama diagram OER.” 
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• Figure 2.2: Emergence of structured performances from rituals – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing the transition from ritual 

to structured performance, including organisation, rehearsal, and structured 

sequence.” Suggested search string: “emergence of structured performances 

drama OER.” 

• Figure 2.3: Development of dramatic forms in ancient societies – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing the development of 

dramatic forms in ancient societies, including ritual, festival, organised drama, 

tragedy, and comedy.” Suggested search string: “development of dramatic forms 

ancient societies OER.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 2.1: Examples of symbolism in early rituals – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate a text box listing examples of symbolism in early rituals, 

including fire, water, masks, and dance movements.” Suggested search string: 

“examples of symbolism in rituals drama OER.” 

• Box 2.2: Features of festivals shaping drama – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing features of festivals that shaped drama, 

including costumes, masks, music, dance, and communal participation.” 

Suggested search string: “role of festivals in shaping drama OER.” 

• Box 2.3: Cultural practices influencing early drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Generate a text box listing cultural practices influencing early 

drama, including storytelling, music, dance, myths, and communal participation.” 

Suggested search string: “cultural practices influence early drama OER.” 

• Key Terms and Concepts 

• Definitions of ritual, symbolism, performance, structured performance, 

festival, organised drama, and cultural practices were introduced and 

explained within the instructional content of Series 2. 

• Open Educational Resources (OERs) 

• Suggested search strings throughout Series 2 are intended to guide learners and 

instructors towards open-access diagrams, tables, and scholarly materials that can 

supplement the instructional content. 
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Course Code: LIT 106 

Course Title: Introduction to Drama 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Introduction To Drama As A Literary Genre 

Series 2: Origins And Evolution Of Drama From Rituals To Festivals 

Series 3: Classical Drama To Modern English Drama 

Series 4: Forms Of Drama In Africa 

Series 5: Dramatic Traditions And Major Proponents 

Proposed Outline for Series 3 

Part 3.1: Classical drama in ancient Greece and Rome 

• Sub-Part 3.1.1: Origins and features of Greek tragedy and comedy 

• Sub-Part 3.1.2: Roman adaptations and contributions to drama 

Part 3.2: Medieval and Renaissance drama in England 

• Sub-Part 3.2.1: Religious drama and morality plays 

• Sub-Part 3.2.2: Renaissance theatre and Shakespearean drama 

Part 3.3: Transition to modern English drama 

• Sub-Part 3.3.1: Restoration and 18th-century drama 

• Sub-Part 3.3.2: 19th and 20th-century developments leading to modern drama 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored how drama emerged from rituals and festivals, gradually evolving 

into organised forms in ancient societies. Building on that foundation, this Series takes us further 

into the historical journey of drama, tracing its development from the classical traditions of 

Greece and Rome through medieval and Renaissance drama in England, and finally into modern 

English drama. This progression is vital because it shows how drama has continually adapted to 

cultural, social, and artistic changes across centuries. 

The aim of this Series is to provide you with a clear understanding of the historical development 

of drama, enabling you to recognise the distinctive features of classical, medieval, Renaissance, 
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and modern English drama, and to appreciate how each stage contributed to the evolution of the 

genre. 

We shall commence this Series by examining classical drama in ancient Greece and Rome, 

focusing on the origins and features of Greek tragedy and comedy, as well as Roman 

adaptations. Next, we will continue with medieval and Renaissance drama in England, 

considering religious plays, morality plays, and the flourishing of Renaissance theatre, 

particularly Shakespearean drama. Finally, we will wrap up by exploring the transition to 

modern English drama, looking at Restoration theatre, 18th-century developments, and the 

innovations of the 19th and 20th centuries that shaped the modern stage. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 describe the origins and features of Greek tragedy and comedy, 

• SLO 3.2 explain the contributions of Roman adaptations to drama, 

• SLO 3.3 define the characteristics of medieval religious drama and morality plays, 

• SLO 3.4 analyse the features of Renaissance theatre with emphasis on Shakespearean 

drama, 

• SLO 3.5 evaluate the transition to modern English drama through Restoration, 18th, 19th, 

and 20th-century developments. 

 

 

 

 

 

3.1 Classical Drama In Ancient Greece And Rome 
3.1.1 Origins and features of Greek tragedy and comedy 

Greek tragedy was a serious form of drama in ancient Greece, often dealing with themes such 

as fate, suffering, and moral conflict. It typically featured a tragic hero whose downfall was 

brought about by a flaw in character or by destiny. Greek comedy, on the other hand, was 

characterised by humour, satire, and social commentary, often mocking public figures or 

everyday life. 

These forms of drama were performed during festivals honouring Dionysus, the god of wine and 

fertility, and were central to Greek cultural life. The use of masks, choruses, and structured plots 

gave Greek drama its distinctive style and enduring influence. 

Fill in the blank: Greek tragedy often featured a tragic hero whose downfall was brought about 

by a flaw in character or by __________. 
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Figure 3.1: Features of Greek tragedy and comedy  

3.1.2 Roman adaptations and contributions to drama 

Roman drama was heavily influenced by Greek models, but the Romans introduced their own 

adaptations. They emphasised spectacle, stage architecture, and popular entertainment. Roman 

playwrights such as Plautus and Terence adapted Greek comedies, making them more accessible 

to Roman audiences. 

The Romans also built large theatres with advanced stage designs, which allowed for more 

elaborate productions. Their focus on entertainment and accessibility helped spread dramatic 

traditions across the empire, ensuring that drama became a popular cultural activity. 

Fill in the blank: Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence adapted Greek __________, 

making them more accessible to Roman audiences. 

Feature Greek Theater Roman Theater 

Construction 
Built into natural 

landscapes/hillsides. 

Freestanding structures using concrete and 

arches. 

Orchestra Full circle; used for the Chorus. Semi-circle; often used for seating VIPs. 

Backdrop Simple, temporary wooden skene. Permanent, elaborate stone scaenae frons. 

Focus 
Religious ritual and civic 

education. 
Professional entertainment and spectacle. 

Box 3.1: Contributions of Roman drama 

Pilot questions 3.1 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

1. Greek tragedy often featured a tragic hero whose downfall was brought about by a flaw 

in character or by __________. 

2. State one feature of Greek comedy. 

3. Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence adapted Greek __________. 

4. Mention one contribution of Roman drama to theatre. 

5. Name one festival in Greece where drama was performed. 

 

3.2 Medieval And Renaissance Drama In England 
3.2.1 Religious drama and morality plays 

In medieval England, drama was closely tied to the Church. Religious drama refers to plays 

performed to teach biblical stories and Christian values, often staged during festivals such as 

Easter or Christmas. These plays were usually performed in public spaces, making them 

accessible to ordinary people. 

A related form was the morality play, which used allegorical characters to represent virtues and 

vices. The central figure, often called “Everyman,” symbolised humanity and was tested by 

moral choices. These plays aimed to instruct audiences on how to live a virtuous life. 

Fill in the blank: Morality plays used allegorical characters to represent virtues and __________. 

 

Figure 3.2: Forms of medieval drama in England  

3.2.2 Renaissance theatre and Shakespearean drama 

The Renaissance marked a rebirth of classical ideas and a flourishing of theatre in England. 

Renaissance theatre was characterised by secular themes, professional acting companies, and 

purpose-built theatres such as The Globe. 

One of the most influential figures was William Shakespeare, whose plays combined complex 

characters, poetic language, and universal themes. His tragedies, comedies, and histories 

reflected both classical influences and contemporary concerns, making them timeless works of 

art. 
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Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre was characterised by secular themes, professional acting 

companies, and purpose-built __________. 

Feature Medieval Theatre Renaissance Theatre 

Location 
Pageant wagons or church 

steps. 

Permanent, circular open-air theatres (The 

Globe). 

Performers Trade guilds and amateurs. Licensed, professional acting companies. 

Primary 

Theme 

Religious instruction (The 

Bible). 

Human nature, politics, and classical 

mythology. 

Language 
Simple, didactic prose or 

rhyme. 
Sophisticated blank verse and soliloquies. 

Box 3.2: Features of Renaissance theatre 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. Morality plays used allegorical characters to represent virtues and __________. 

2. State one purpose of religious drama in medieval England. 

3. Renaissance theatre was characterised by secular themes, professional acting companies, 

and purpose-built __________. 

4. Mention one feature of Shakespearean drama. 

5. Name one theatre associated with the Renaissance period in England. 

 

3.3 Transition To Modern English Drama 
3.3.1 Restoration and 18th-century drama 

The Restoration period in England (beginning in 1660) marked the reopening of theatres after 

years of closure under Puritan rule. Restoration drama was characterised by witty comedies of 

manners, which satirised the behaviour of the aristocracy, and heroic tragedies that emphasised 

grandeur and spectacle. Playwrights such as William Congreve and Aphra Behn contributed 

significantly to this era. 

In the 18th century, drama evolved further with sentimental comedies and domestic tragedies. 

These plays reflected middle-class values and focused on moral lessons, moving away from the 

aristocratic themes of the Restoration. 

Fill in the blank: Restoration drama was characterised by witty comedies of __________, which 

satirised aristocratic behaviour. 
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Figure 3.3: Restoration and 18th-century drama in England  

3.3.2 19th and 20th-century developments leading to modern drama 

The 19th century saw the rise of realism in drama, with playwrights such as Henrik Ibsen and 

George Bernard Shaw focusing on everyday life and social issues. Realism emphasised 

believable characters, natural dialogue, and authentic settings. 

In the 20th century, drama diversified into modernist, absurdist, and experimental forms. 

Playwrights such as Samuel Beckett and Bertolt Brecht challenged traditional structures, 

introducing new techniques to engage audiences and provoke thought. Modern English drama 

became a platform for exploring complex themes such as identity, politics, and existentialism. 

Fill in the blank: The 19th century saw the rise of __________ in drama, focusing on everyday 

life and social issues. 

Movement Focus Key Technique 

Realism 
Social reform and moral 

problems. 

The "Fourth Wall" (actors ignore the 

audience). 

Expressionism 
Subjective, internal 

emotions. 

Distorted sets and lighting to show mental 

states. 

Theatre of the 

Absurd 

The meaninglessness of 

existence. 
Minimalist sets and illogical dialogue. 

Epic Theatre 
Political awakening and 

critique. 

Breaking the fourth wall to address the 

audience directly. 

Box 3.3: Features of modern English drama 
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Pilot questions 3.3 

1. Restoration drama was characterised by witty comedies of __________. 

2. Name one playwright associated with the Restoration period. 

3. The 19th century saw the rise of __________ in drama. 

4. Mention one feature of modern English drama. 

5. State one playwright associated with 20th-century experimental drama. 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has traced the journey of drama from its classical foundations in ancient Greece and 

Rome through medieval and Renaissance developments in England, and finally into modern 

English drama. We began with Greek tragedy and comedy, noting their themes, structures, and 

cultural significance, before examining Roman adaptations that emphasised spectacle, theatre 

design, and accessibility. We then moved on to medieval religious drama and morality plays, 

which taught biblical lessons and moral values, followed by Renaissance theatre, where 

Shakespeare and his contemporaries brought secular themes and complex characters to purpose-

built theatres. Finally, we explored the transition to modern English drama, considering 

Restoration comedies, 18th-century sentimental plays, and the rise of realism and experimental 

forms in the 19th and 20th centuries. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe the origins and features of Greek 

tragedy and comedy, explain Roman contributions, define the characteristics of medieval 

religious drama and morality plays, analyse Renaissance theatre with emphasis on Shakespeare, 

and evaluate the transition to modern English drama. These abilities directly align with the Series 

Learning Outcomes (SLOs 3.1–3.5), ensuring that you have a clear understanding of how drama 

evolved across centuries into the modern stage. 

 

Glossary Of Terms 

• Comedy: A form of drama, particularly in ancient Greece, characterised by humour, 

satire, and social commentary. 

• Greek tragedy: A serious dramatic form in ancient Greece, often centred on fate, 

suffering, and the downfall of a tragic hero. 

• Morality play: A medieval drama using allegorical characters to represent virtues and 

vices, designed to teach moral lessons. 

• Realism: A 19th-century dramatic style focusing on believable characters, natural 

dialogue, and everyday social issues. 

• Religious drama: Plays performed in medieval England to teach biblical stories and 

Christian values. 
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• Restoration drama: Drama from the period after 1660 in England, marked by comedies 

of manners and heroic tragedies. 

• Renaissance theatre: English drama of the 16th and 17th centuries, characterised by 

secular themes, professional acting companies, and playwrights such as Shakespeare. 

• Roman drama: Dramatic works in ancient Rome, often adapted from Greek originals, 

with emphasis on spectacle and theatre architecture. 

• Stage architecture: The design and construction of performance spaces, particularly 

advanced by the Romans to enhance dramatic presentation. 

• Tragedy: A dramatic form presenting serious themes, often ending with the downfall of 

the main character. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective Questions 

1. Greek tragedy often featured a tragic hero whose downfall was brought about by a flaw 

in character or by __________. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

2. Greek comedy was characterised by humour, satire, and __________ commentary. 

(Linked to SLO 3.1) 

3. Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence adapted Greek __________. (Linked to 

SLO 3.2) 

4. Morality plays used allegorical characters to represent virtues and __________. (Linked 

to SLO 3.3) 

5. Renaissance theatre was characterised by secular themes, professional acting companies, 

and purpose-built __________. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

6. The 19th century saw the rise of __________ in drama, focusing on everyday life and 

social issues. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Short-Answer Questions 

7. Define Greek tragedy in the context of classical drama. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

8. State one contribution of Roman drama to theatre. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

9. Explain the purpose of religious drama in medieval England. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

10. Identify one feature of Shakespearean drama. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

11. Mention one feature of modern English drama. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

12. Analyse the features of Greek tragedy and comedy, highlighting their cultural 

significance. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

• Basic response: Greek tragedy dealt with fate, suffering, and moral conflict, while 

comedy used humour and satire to comment on society. 
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• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples such as Sophocles’ 

tragedies and Aristophanes’ comedies, explaining how these works reflected Greek 

values and influenced later drama. 

13. Evaluate the contributions of Roman drama to the development of theatre. (Linked to 

SLO 3.2) 

• Basic response: Romans adapted Greek comedies, developed stage architecture, and 

emphasised spectacle. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may elaborate on how Roman theatre 

design influenced later European theatre and how Plautus and Terence shaped comedic 

traditions. 

14. Discuss how medieval religious drama and morality plays prepared the ground for 

Renaissance theatre. (Linked to SLO 3.3 & 3.4) 

• Basic response: Religious drama taught biblical lessons, while morality plays used 

allegory to teach moral values, paving the way for secular Renaissance theatre. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may explain how these forms transitioned 

into professional theatre, influencing Shakespeare and other Renaissance playwrights. 

15. Assess the transition to modern English drama, focusing on Restoration, 18th, 19th, and 

20th-century developments. (Linked to SLO 3.5) 

• Basic response: Restoration drama featured comedies of manners, the 18th century 

introduced sentimental plays, the 19th century brought realism, and the 20th century saw 

experimental forms. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples such as Congreve’s 

comedies, Ibsen’s realism, and Beckett’s absurdist plays, showing how drama reflected 

changing social and philosophical concerns. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective Questions 

1. Destiny 

2. Social 

3. Comedies 

4. Vices 

5. Theatres 

6. Realism 

Short-Answer Questions 

7. A serious dramatic form in ancient Greece, often centred on fate, suffering, and the 

downfall of a tragic hero. 

8. Development of stage architecture and theatre design. 
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9. To teach biblical stories and Christian values to the public. 

10. Complex characters and poetic language. 

11. Exploration of social issues and experimental forms such as absurdist drama. 

Long-Answer Questions 

12. Basic response: Tragedy dealt with fate and suffering, while comedy used humour and 

satire. Value-added response: Examples include Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and Aristophanes’ 

Lysistrata, which reflected Greek culture and influenced later drama. 

13. Basic response: Romans adapted Greek comedies and developed theatre architecture. 

Value-added response: Roman theatre design influenced later European theatre, and Plautus 

and Terence shaped comedic traditions. 

14. Basic response: Religious drama and morality plays taught lessons and prepared 

audiences for secular theatre. Value-added response: These forms transitioned into professional 

theatre, influencing Renaissance playwrights such as Shakespeare. 

15. Basic response: Restoration drama featured comedies of manners, the 18th century 

introduced sentimental plays, the 19th century brought realism, and the 20th century saw 

experimental forms. Value-added response: Examples include Congreve’s The Way of the 

World, Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, and Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, reflecting evolving social and 

philosophical concerns. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 3] 

Part 3.1 

1. Destiny 

2. Humour or satire 

3. Comedies 

4. Stage architecture or spectacle 

5. Festivals honouring Dionysus 

Part 3.2 

1. Vices 

2. To teach biblical stories and Christian values 

3. Theatres 

4. Complex characters or poetic language 

5. The Globe 

Part 3.3 

1. Manners 

2. William Congreve or Aphra Behn 

3. Realism 
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4. Exploration of social issues or experimental forms 

5. Samuel Beckett or Bertolt Brecht 

 

References and Attributions [Series 3] 

• Figures 

• Figure 3.1: Features of Greek tragedy and comedy – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing features of Greek tragedy and 

comedy, including fate, suffering, humour, satire, and social commentary.” 

Suggested search string: “Greek tragedy and comedy features diagram OER.” 

• Figure 3.2: Forms of medieval drama in England – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing medieval drama forms, including 

religious drama with biblical stories and morality plays with allegorical 

characters.” Suggested search string: “medieval drama religious morality plays 

diagram OER.” 

• Figure 3.3: Restoration and 18th-century drama in England – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing Restoration drama 

features such as comedies of manners and heroic tragedies, and 18th-century 

drama features such as sentimental comedies and domestic tragedies.” Suggested 

search string: “Restoration and 18th century drama features diagram OER.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 3.1: Contributions of Roman drama – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing contributions of Roman drama, including 

adaptations, stage architecture, spectacle, and cultural spread.” Suggested search 

string: “Roman drama contributions OER.” 

• Box 3.2: Features of Renaissance theatre – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing features of Renaissance theatre, including 

secular themes, acting companies, and The Globe theatre.” Suggested search 

string: “features of Renaissance theatre Shakespeare OER.” 

• Box 3.3: Features of modern English drama – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing features of modern English drama, including 

realism, social issues, experimental forms, and political themes.” Suggested 

search string: “features of modern English drama OER.” 

• Key Terms and Concepts 

• Definitions of Greek tragedy, comedy, Roman drama, religious drama, 

morality play, Renaissance theatre, Restoration drama, realism, and stage 

architecture were introduced and explained within the instructional content of 

Series 3. 

• Open Educational Resources (OERs) 



 

 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION STUDENTS 

• Suggested search strings throughout Series 3 are intended to guide learners and 

instructors towards open-access diagrams, tables, and scholarly materials that can 

supplement the instructional content. 

 
 

 

Course Code: LIT 106 

Course Title: Introduction to Drama 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Introduction To Drama As A Literary Genre 

Series 2: Origins And Evolution Of Drama From Rituals To Festivals 

Series 3: Classical Drama To Modern English Drama 

Series 4: Forms Of Drama In Africa 

Series 5: Dramatic Traditions And Major Proponents 

Proposed Outline for Series 4 

Part 4.1: Traditional African drama 

• Sub-Part 4.1.1: Rituals, storytelling, and communal performance 

• Sub-Part 4.1.2: Symbolism, music, and dance in traditional drama 

Part 4.2: Modern African drama 

• Sub-Part 4.2.1: Colonial influences and early modern plays 

• Sub-Part 4.2.2: Postcolonial themes and contemporary African playwrights 

Part 4.3: African drama in global context 

• Sub-Part 4.3.1: African drama on the international stage 

• Sub-Part 4.3.2: Cross-cultural influences and adaptations 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we examined the evolution of drama from its classical roots in Greece and 

Rome through medieval and Renaissance England, and into modern English drama. This next 

Series shifts our focus to Africa, where drama has long been a vital part of cultural life. African 

drama is deeply rooted in traditional practices such as rituals, storytelling, music, and dance, and 

has continued to evolve through colonial encounters, postcolonial struggles, and global 

exchanges. Understanding these forms is essential because they reflect the continent’s diverse 

identities, histories, and social concerns. 
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The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the distinctive forms of drama in Africa, helping you 

to recognise their traditional foundations, analyse their modern developments, and evaluate their 

place in global theatre. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring traditional African drama, focusing on rituals, 

storytelling, and communal performance, as well as the role of symbolism, music, and dance. 

Next, we will move on to modern African drama, considering colonial influences, early modern 

plays, and postcolonial themes expressed by contemporary playwrights. Finally, we will wrap up 

by examining African drama in a global context, looking at how it has been presented on 

international stages and how cross-cultural influences have shaped its development. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 define the features of traditional African drama, including rituals, storytelling, 

and communal performance, 

• SLO 4.2 explain the role of symbolism, music, and dance in traditional African drama, 

• SLO 4.3 describe the colonial influences on early modern African plays, 

• SLO 4.4 analyse postcolonial themes in contemporary African drama, and 

• SLO 4.5 evaluate the global significance of African drama, including its international 

presence and cross-cultural adaptations. 

4.1 Traditional African Drama 
4.1.1 Rituals, storytelling, and communal performance 

Traditional African drama is deeply rooted in rituals, which are formalised actions performed in 

religious or communal contexts to mark significant events such as harvests, initiations, or 

funerals. These rituals often involve symbolic gestures, chants, and dances that carry spiritual 

and social meaning. 

Another important feature is storytelling, the oral tradition of passing down myths, legends, and 

historical accounts. Storytelling in African drama is not merely entertainment but a way of 

preserving cultural identity and teaching moral lessons. 

Drama in Africa is also a communal performance, meaning that the entire community 

participates either as performers or as audience members. This collective involvement reinforces 

social bonds and ensures that drama remains a shared cultural experience. 

Fill in the blank: Traditional African drama is rooted in rituals, storytelling, and __________ 

performance. 
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Figure 4.1: Elements of traditional African drama 

4.1.2 Symbolism, music, and dance in traditional drama 

Symbolism in African drama refers to the use of objects, gestures, or costumes to represent 

deeper meanings. For example, masks may symbolise spirits or ancestors, while colours and 

patterns in costumes may represent fertility, strength, or protection. 

Music plays a central role, often performed with drums, flutes, or string instruments. It sets the 

rhythm of the performance, enhances emotional expression, and connects the audience to the 

spiritual dimension of the drama. 

Dance is equally important, serving as both a form of storytelling and a ritual act. Movements 

may symbolise life cycles, battles, or celebrations, and they often accompany songs and chants to 

create a holistic performance. 

Fill in the blank: In traditional African drama, masks may symbolise spirits or __________. 

Feature Social Function Artistic Element 

Ritual Maintains spiritual harmony. Symbolic action and sacrifice. 

Storytelling Educates the youth on history. Oral narration and improvisation. 

Participation Promotes community unity. Call-and-response patterns. 

Music/Dance Synchronizes collective energy. Rhythmic drumming and choreography. 

Box 4.1: Features of traditional African drama 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. Traditional African drama is rooted in rituals, storytelling, and __________ performance. 
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2. State one purpose of storytelling in African drama 

3. In traditional African drama, masks may symbolise spirits or __________. 

4. Mention one role of music in African drama. 

5. Give one example of how dance is used in traditional African drama. 

 

4.2 Modern African Drama 
4.2.1 Colonial influences and early modern plays 

The development of modern African drama was shaped significantly by colonial encounters. 

During the colonial period, Western education and missionary activities introduced new forms of 

theatre, often used as tools for religious instruction or cultural assimilation. Early modern 

African plays reflected this influence, combining traditional storytelling with Western dramatic 

structures. 

Playwrights began to experiment with themes that addressed the tension between indigenous 

traditions and colonial authority. These works often highlighted issues of identity, cultural 

conflict, and resistance. 

Fill in the blank: Early modern African plays reflected colonial influence by combining 

traditional storytelling with __________ dramatic structures. 

 

Figure 4.2: Colonial influences on African drama 

4.2.2 Postcolonial themes and contemporary African playwrights 

With independence across Africa came a new wave of drama that reflected postcolonial themes 

such as nationalism, cultural identity, corruption, and social justice. Playwrights used drama as a 

platform to critique political systems and to celebrate African heritage. 

Contemporary African playwrights such as Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, and Ama Ata 

Aidoo have been central to this movement. Their works blend traditional performance elements 

with modern techniques, creating powerful dramas that resonate both locally and globally. 
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Fill in the blank: Postcolonial African drama often critiques political systems and celebrates 

__________ heritage. 

Playwright Primary Thematic Focus Representative Work 

Wole Soyinka 
Cultural conflict and the "metaphysical" 

abyss. 

Death and the King's 

Horseman 

Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong'o 

Language as decolonization and class 

struggle. 
I Will Marry When I Want 

Ama Ata Aidoo 
The female experience and the legacy of 

slavery. 
Anowa 

Athol Fugard 
Apartheid, human dignity, and social 

injustice. 
The Blood Knot 

Box 4.2: Themes in postcolonial African drama 

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. Early modern African plays reflected colonial influence by combining traditional 

storytelling with __________ dramatic structures. 

2. State one way colonialism influenced African drama. 

3. Postcolonial African drama often critiques political systems and celebrates __________ 

heritage. 

4. Name one contemporary African playwright associated with postcolonial drama. 

5. Mention one theme commonly explored in postcolonial African drama. 

 

4.3 African Drama In Global Context 
4.3.1 African drama on the international stage 

African drama has increasingly gained recognition on the international stage, with 

performances showcased at global festivals, theatres, and academic institutions. These works 

highlight Africa’s diverse cultural heritage and contemporary issues, allowing international 

audiences to engage with African perspectives. 

Playwrights such as Wole Soyinka, Athol Fugard, and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o have had their works 

performed worldwide, earning critical acclaim and awards. This global presence has helped 

African drama to influence and enrich world theatre. 
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Fill in the blank: African drama has gained recognition on the __________ stage, with 

performances showcased at global festivals and theatres. 

 

Figure 4.3: African drama on the international stage  

4.3.2 Cross-cultural influences and adaptations 

African drama has also been shaped by cross-cultural influences, where African playwrights 

adapt global themes to local contexts, and international artists incorporate African performance 

styles into their work. This exchange enriches both African and world theatre. 

Adaptations often involve blending traditional African elements such as music, dance, and 

symbolism with modern techniques. This creates innovative productions that resonate across 

cultures while maintaining African identity. 

Fill in the blank: Cross-cultural adaptations in African drama often blend traditional elements 

with __________ techniques. 

Direction of 

Influence 
Key Mechanism Resulting Form 

Global → African 
Adoption of proscenium stages and 

written scripts. 

Literary African Drama (Modern 

classics). 

African → Global 
Export of polyrhythmic music and 

communal participation. 

Immersive and Ritualistic 

Global Theater. 

Collaborative 
Co-productions at festivals like 

Avignon or Edinburgh. 

Hybrid performances with 

multilingual scripts. 

Box 4.3: Cross-cultural influences in African drama 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. African drama has gained recognition on the __________ stage. 
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2. Name one African playwright whose works are performed internationally. 

3. Cross-cultural adaptations in African drama often blend traditional elements with 

__________ techniques. 

4. Mention one way African drama enriches world theatre. 

5. State one traditional element often integrated into cross-cultural adaptations of African 

drama. 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has examined the distinctive forms of drama in Africa, highlighting their traditional 

foundations, modern developments, and global significance. We began with traditional African 

drama, focusing on rituals, storytelling, communal performance, and the role of symbolism, 

music, and dance. We then moved on to modern African drama, considering colonial influences 

on early plays and the postcolonial themes explored by contemporary playwrights. Finally, we 

looked at African drama in a global context, noting its international presence and the impact of 

cross-cultural exchanges and adaptations. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define the features of traditional African 

drama, explain the role of symbolism, music, and dance, describe colonial influences on early 

modern plays, analyse postcolonial themes in contemporary African drama, and evaluate the 

global significance of African drama. These abilities directly align with the Series Learning 

Outcomes (SLOs 4.1–4.5), ensuring that you have a clear understanding of how African drama 

has evolved and continues to enrich both local and international theatre. 

 

Glossary Of Terms 

• Communal performance: A form of drama where the whole community participates 

either as performers or audience, reinforcing social bonds. 

• Colonial influences: The impact of Western education, missionary activities, and cultural 

assimilation on early modern African drama. 

• Cross-cultural influences: The blending of African and international dramatic elements, 

often through adaptations and exchanges. 

• Dance: Movement used in African drama to tell stories, symbolise rituals, or celebrate 

communal events. 

• Modern African drama: Plays developed during and after colonial rule, reflecting 

themes of identity, nationalism, and social justice. 

• Morality play (African context): A form of drama influenced by allegory, often adapted 

during colonial and missionary periods to teach moral lessons. 

• Music: Instrumental and vocal sounds used in African drama to set rhythm, enhance 

emotion, and connect with spiritual dimensions. 
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• Postcolonial themes: Issues explored in African drama after independence, including 

nationalism, corruption, cultural identity, and social justice. 

• Rituals: Formalised actions performed in traditional African drama to mark significant 

communal or spiritual events. 

• Storytelling: Oral tradition in African drama used to preserve culture, teach lessons, and 

entertain audiences. 

• Symbolism: The use of masks, costumes, colours, or gestures in African drama to 

represent deeper spiritual or cultural meanings. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective Questions 

1. Traditional African drama is rooted in rituals, storytelling, and __________ performance. 

(Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. In traditional African drama, masks may symbolise spirits or __________. (Linked to 

SLO 4.2) 

3. Early modern African plays reflected colonial influence by combining traditional 

storytelling with __________ dramatic structures. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

4. Postcolonial African drama often critiques political systems and celebrates __________ 

heritage. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

5. Cross-cultural adaptations in African drama often blend traditional elements with 

__________ techniques. (Linked to SLO 4.5) 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Define rituals in the context of traditional African drama. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

7. Explain the role of music in traditional African drama. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

8. State one way colonialism influenced African drama. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

9. Identify one theme commonly explored in postcolonial African drama. (Linked to SLO 

4.4) 

10. Mention one way African drama enriches world theatre. (Linked to SLO 4.5) 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Analyse the features of traditional African drama, focusing on rituals, storytelling, and 

communal performance. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

• Basic response: Traditional African drama involves rituals marking communal events, 

storytelling as oral tradition, and collective participation. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples such as initiation 

ceremonies or harvest festivals, explaining how these performances reinforce cultural 

identity and social cohesion. 
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12. Evaluate the role of symbolism, music, and dance in traditional African drama. (Linked 

to SLO 4.2) 

• Basic response: Symbolism is expressed through masks and costumes, music sets 

rhythm and emotion, and dance conveys stories and rituals. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may elaborate on how these elements 

combine to create holistic performances and cite specific cultural practices such as 

Yoruba masquerades or Zulu dances. 

13. Discuss how colonial influences shaped early modern African drama and how 

postcolonial playwrights responded. (Linked to SLO 4.3 & 4.4) 

• Basic response: Colonialism introduced Western structures, while postcolonial 

playwrights critiqued corruption and celebrated African identity. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may reference playwrights like Wole 

Soyinka or Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, explaining how their works blend traditional elements 

with modern critique. 

14. Assess the global significance of African drama, focusing on its international presence 

and cross-cultural adaptations. (Linked to SLO 4.5) 

• Basic response: African drama has been performed internationally and adapted across 

cultures, enriching world theatre. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may cite examples such as Soyinka’s 

Nobel Prize recognition or African-inspired productions abroad, showing how African 

drama influences global artistic trends. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective Questions 

1. Communal 

2. Ancestors 

3. Western 

4. African 

5. Modern 

Short-Answer Questions 

6. Rituals are formalised actions performed in communal or spiritual contexts to mark 

significant events. 

7. Music sets rhythm, enhances emotion, and connects audiences to the spiritual dimension 

of drama. 

8. Colonialism introduced Western education, missionary theatre, and new dramatic 

structures. 

9. Themes such as nationalism, corruption, or cultural identity. 
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10. By enriching world theatre with African perspectives, styles, and performance traditions. 

Long-Answer Questions 

11. Basic response: Rituals, storytelling, and communal performance are central features. 

Value-added response: Examples include initiation ceremonies and harvest festivals, 

reinforcing cultural identity. 

12. Basic response: Symbolism through masks, music for rhythm, and dance for storytelling. 

Value-added response: Yoruba masquerades and Zulu dances illustrate how these elements 

combine holistically. 

13. Basic response: Colonialism introduced Western structures; postcolonial playwrights 

critiqued corruption and celebrated identity. Value-added response: Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong’o blended traditional elements with modern critique. 

14. Basic response: African drama has international presence and cross-cultural adaptations. 

Value-added response: Soyinka’s Nobel Prize and African-inspired productions abroad show 

global influence. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 4] 

Part 4.1 

1. Communal 

2. To preserve culture and teach moral lessons 

3. Ancestors 

4. To set rhythm and enhance emotion 

5. Dance movements symbolising life cycles or celebrations 

Part 4.2 

1. Western 

2. Through missionary theatre and Western education 

3. African 

4. Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, or Ama Ata Aidoo 

5. Nationalism, corruption, or cultural identity 

Part 4.3 

1. International 

2. Wole Soyinka, Athol Fugard, or Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 

3. Modern 

4. By enriching world theatre with African perspectives 

5. Music, dance, or symbolism 
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References and Attributions [Series 4] 

• Figures 

• Figure 4.1: Elements of traditional African drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing elements of traditional African 

drama, including rituals, storytelling, and communal performance.” Suggested 

search string: “traditional African drama rituals storytelling communal 

performance diagram OER.” 

• Figure 4.2: Colonial influences on African drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing colonial influences on African 

drama, including missionary theatre, Western education, and cultural conflict.” 

Suggested search string: “colonial influences on African drama diagram OER.” 

• Figure 4.3: African drama on the international stage – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing African drama’s global presence, 

including festivals, theatres, and academic institutions.” Suggested search string: 

“African drama international stage diagram OER.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 4.1: Features of traditional African drama – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate a text box listing features of traditional African drama, 

including rituals, storytelling, communal participation, symbolism, music, and 

dance.” Suggested search string: “features of traditional African drama OER.” 

• Box 4.2: Themes in postcolonial African drama – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate a text box listing themes in postcolonial African drama, 

including nationalism, cultural identity, corruption, and heritage.” Suggested 

search string: “postcolonial African drama themes OER.” 

• Box 4.3: Cross-cultural influences in African drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Generate a text box listing cross-cultural influences in African 

drama, including adaptations, integration of traditional elements, and exchanges 

with international artists.” Suggested search string: “cross-cultural influences 

African drama OER.” 

• Key Terms and Concepts 

• Definitions of rituals, storytelling, communal performance, symbolism, music, 

dance, colonial influences, postcolonial themes, modern African drama, and 

cross-cultural influences were introduced and explained within the instructional 

content of Series 4. 

• Open Educational Resources (OERs) 

• Suggested search strings throughout Series 4 are intended to guide learners and 

instructors towards open-access diagrams, tables, and scholarly materials that can 

supplement the instructional content. 
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Course Code: LIT 106 

Course Title: Introduction to Drama 

Course Credit Load: 2 Units 

Series 1: Introduction To Drama As A Literary Genre 

Series 2: Origins And Evolution Of Drama From Rituals To Festivals 

Series 3: Classical Drama To Modern English Drama 

Series 4: Forms Of Drama In Africa 

Series 5: Dramatic Traditions And Major Proponents 

Proposed Outline for Series 5 

Part 5.1: Classical dramatic traditions 

• Sub-Part 5.1.1: Greek and Roman foundations 

• Sub-Part 5.1.2: Medieval and Renaissance continuities 

Part 5.2: Modern dramatic traditions 

• Sub-Part 5.2.1: Realism and naturalism 

• Sub-Part 5.2.2: Experimental and avant-garde movements 

Part 5.3: Major proponents of drama 

• Sub-Part 5.3.1: European playwrights and theorists 

• Sub-Part 5.3.2: African and global voices in drama 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

In the last Series, we explored the forms of drama in Africa, tracing their traditional roots, 

modern developments, and global significance. Building on that foundation, this Series turns our 

attention to dramatic traditions across history and the major proponents who shaped them. 

Understanding these traditions and the figures behind them is crucial, as they provide the 

frameworks and philosophies that continue to influence theatre today. 

The aim of this Series is to help you identify key dramatic traditions and evaluate the 

contributions of major playwrights and theorists, both within Europe and across Africa and the 

wider world. By doing so, you will gain a clearer perspective on how drama has evolved through 

the interplay of ideas and individuals. 
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We shall commence this Series by examining classical dramatic traditions, beginning with Greek 

and Roman foundations and continuing into medieval and Renaissance continuities. Next, we 

will move on to modern dramatic traditions, considering realism, naturalism, and experimental 

movements. Finally, we will wrap up by studying major proponents of drama, focusing first on 

European playwrights and theorists, and then on African and global voices whose contributions 

have enriched world theatre. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 describe the classical dramatic traditions of Greece and Rome, 

• SLO 5.2 explain the continuities of medieval and Renaissance drama, 

• SLO 5.3 analyse the features of modern dramatic traditions such as realism and 

naturalism, 

• SLO 5.4 evaluate the impact of experimental and avant-garde movements on theatre, 

• SLO 5.5 identify the contributions of major European playwrights and theorists, and 

• SLO 5.6 assess the role of African and global voices in shaping dramatic traditions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1 Classical Dramatic Traditions 
5.1.1 Greek and Roman foundations 

The origins of classical drama lie in ancient Greece, where plays were performed during 

festivals honouring Dionysus, the god of wine and fertility. Greek tragedy was a serious 

dramatic form centred on fate, suffering, and the downfall of a tragic hero. In contrast, Greek 

comedy used humour and satire to comment on society and politics. These forms established the 

foundations of dramatic structure, including the use of dialogue, chorus, and stage conventions. 

The Romans later adapted Greek drama, emphasising spectacle and accessibility. Roman drama 

often featured comedies by playwrights such as Plautus and Terence, who introduced lively 

characters and everyday themes. Romans also advanced stage architecture, building large 

amphitheatres that allowed drama to reach wider audiences. 

Fill in the blank: Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence are best known for their lively 

__________. 
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Figure 5.1: Greek and Roman foundations of classical drama  

5.1.2 Medieval and Renaissance continuities 

After the classical period, drama continued to evolve during the medieval era, where religious 

drama and morality plays became prominent. These plays used allegory and biblical stories to 

teach moral lessons, often performed in public spaces for communal audiences. 

The Renaissance marked a revival of classical ideas, with playwrights such as William 

Shakespeare drawing inspiration from Greek and Roman traditions. Renaissance theatre 

introduced secular themes, complex characters, and purpose-built theatres such as The Globe. 

This continuity shows how classical foundations influenced later dramatic traditions. 

Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre drew inspiration from classical traditions and introduced 

secular themes and __________ characters. 

Feature 
Classical 

(Greek/Roman) 
Medieval Renaissance 

Stage Type 
Open-air stone 

amphitheaters. 

Mobile pageant 

wagons or mansions. 

Multi-story thrust stages 

(The Globe). 

Characterization Archetypes and Gods. 
Personified Virtues 

and Vices. 

Complex, psychologically 

driven humans. 

Primary 

Conflict 

Man vs. Fate / The 

Divine. 

Man vs. Sin / 

Salvation. 
Man vs. Self / Society. 

Structural Unity 
Strictly observed 

(Time/Place). 

Episodic and 

sprawling. 

Hybrid; focused on 

thematic unity. 
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Box 5.1: Continuities from classical to Renaissance drama 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence are best known for their lively 

__________. 

2. State one feature of Greek tragedy. 

3. Renaissance theatre introduced secular themes and __________ characters. 

4. Mention one way medieval drama prepared the ground for Renaissance theatre. 

5. Name one playwright associated with Renaissance drama. 

 

5.2 Modern Dramatic Traditions 
5.2.1 Realism and naturalism 

In the 19th century, drama shifted towards realism, a style that sought to portray everyday life 

with believable characters, natural dialogue, and authentic settings. Realism rejected exaggerated 

plots and instead focused on social issues such as family conflict, poverty, and morality. 

Playwrights like Henrik Ibsen and George Bernard Shaw used realism to challenge audiences to 

reflect on society. 

Closely related is naturalism, which emphasised a scientific approach to drama. Naturalist 

playwrights believed that human behaviour was shaped by environment and heredity, and their 

plays often depicted characters trapped by social conditions. This style aimed to present life as it 

truly was, without embellishment. 

Fill in the blank: Naturalist drama emphasised that human behaviour was shaped by environment 

and __________. 

Feature Realist Drama Naturalist Drama 

Philosophy 
Humans have the agency to make 

moral choices. 

Humans are controlled by instinct and 

biology. 

Setting 
Believable, well-furnished indoor 

rooms. 

Gritty, hyper-realistic, and often oppressive 

environments. 

Characters Psychologically complex individuals. 
"Types" shaped by their social class and 

DNA. 

Endings 
Often open-ended or socially 

provocative. 

Often tragic or fatalistic (inevitable 

decline). 
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Figure 5.2: Realism and naturalism in modern drama 

5.2.2 Experimental and avant-garde movements 

The 20th century introduced experimental drama, which broke away from traditional structures 

and sought new ways to engage audiences. Playwrights such as Bertolt Brecht developed 

techniques like the “alienation effect” to prevent passive viewing and encourage critical 

reflection. 

Another strand was avant-garde drama, which included movements such as absurdism and 

surrealism. Playwrights like Samuel Beckett and Eugène Ionesco created works that questioned 

meaning, identity, and existence, often using unconventional dialogue and staging. These 

movements expanded the possibilities of theatre, making it a space for innovation and 

philosophical exploration. 

Fill in the blank: Avant-garde drama often questioned meaning, identity, and __________. 

Movement Audience Relationship Key Goal 

Realism 
Empathy; "Peeping" into a private 

room. 

To expose social hypocrisy and moral 

truth. 

Epic 

Theatre 

Critical Distance; Intellectual 

analysis. 

To provoke political change and social 

action. 

Absurdism 
Confusion/Dread; Shared 

existential crisis. 

To reflect the illogical nature of the human 

state. 

Naturalism 
Clinical Observation; Watching a 

laboratory. 

To show the impact of nature and nurture 

on the individual. 

Box 5.2: Features of modern dramatic traditions 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. Naturalist drama emphasised that human behaviour was shaped by environment and 

__________. 

2. Name one playwright associated with realism. 

3. Avant-garde drama often questioned meaning, identity, and __________. 

4. State one technique used by Brecht in experimental drama. 

5. Mention one movement associated with avant-garde drama. 

 

5.3 Major Proponents Of Drama 
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5.3.1 European playwrights and theorists 

The development of drama has been shaped by influential European playwrights and theorists 

who introduced new ideas and techniques. For example, Henrik Ibsen is often called the father of 

modern realism, while George Bernard Shaw used drama to critique social and political issues. 

Bertolt Brecht, a German playwright, pioneered the concept of the alienation effect, 

encouraging audiences to think critically rather than passively watch. 

Theorists such as Aristotle also played a key role. His work Poetics outlined the principles of 

tragedy, including plot, character, and catharsis, which continue to influence dramatic theory 

today. These figures established traditions that remain central to theatre studies. 

Fill in the blank: Bertolt Brecht pioneered the concept of the __________ effect to encourage 

critical reflection. 

 

Figure 5.3: Major European proponents of drama  

5.3.2 African and global voices in drama 

Beyond Europe, African and global voices have enriched dramatic traditions. Wole Soyinka, a 

Nigerian playwright and Nobel Laureate, blends traditional African performance elements with 

modern themes, addressing issues such as colonialism, corruption, and identity. Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong’o from Kenya uses drama to critique political oppression and promote cultural pride. 

Globally, playwrights such as Athol Fugard from South Africa and Ama Ata Aidoo from Ghana 

have contributed to postcolonial and feminist perspectives in drama. Their works highlight the 

diversity of voices shaping theatre and demonstrate how drama reflects social realities across 

cultures. 

Fill in the blank: Wole Soyinka blends traditional African performance elements with 

__________ themes. 
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Proponent Core Innovation Impact on the Audience 

Aristotle The Unities (Time, Place, Action). Emotional release through pity and fear. 

Ibsen The "Box Set" and social realism. Feeling like a "voyeur" in a real home. 

Brecht Breaking the Fourth Wall. Thinking critically about social change. 

Soyinka Ritual as dramatic structure. Participation in a communal, spiritual event. 

Box 5.3: Selected major proponents of drama 

Pilot questions 5.3 

1. Bertolt Brecht pioneered the concept of the __________ effect. 

2. Name one European playwright associated with realism. 

3. Wole Soyinka blends traditional African performance elements with __________ themes. 

4. Mention one African playwright who critiques political oppression. 

5. State one contribution of Aristotle to dramatic theory. 

 

Series Summary 

This Series has explored dramatic traditions across history and the major figures who shaped 

them. We began with classical traditions, examining Greek and Roman foundations and tracing 

their influence into medieval and Renaissance drama. We then moved on to modern dramatic 

traditions, considering realism, naturalism, and the rise of experimental and avant-garde 

movements. Finally, we studied major proponents of drama, focusing on European playwrights 

and theorists such as Aristotle, Ibsen, Shaw, and Brecht, before turning to African and global 

voices including Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Fugard, and Aidoo. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe classical traditions, explain 

medieval and Renaissance continuities, analyse realism and naturalism, evaluate experimental 

movements, identify European contributions, and assess African and global voices. These 

abilities directly align with the Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs 5.1–5.6), ensuring that you 

have a well-rounded understanding of how traditions and individuals together shaped the 

evolution of drama. 

 

Glossary Of Terms 

• Alienation effect: A technique developed by Brecht to prevent passive viewing and 

encourage audiences to think critically. 
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• Aristotle’s Poetics: A foundational text outlining principles of tragedy such as plot, 

character, and catharsis. 

• Avant-garde drama: Innovative theatre movements such as absurdism and surrealism 

that challenge traditional structures and explore philosophical themes. 

• Catharsis: The emotional release experienced by audiences during a tragedy, as 

described by Aristotle. 

• Classical drama: The dramatic traditions of ancient Greece and Rome, including tragedy 

and comedy. 

• Experimental drama: Theatre that breaks away from traditional structures to engage 

audiences in new ways. 

• Medieval drama: Plays performed in the Middle Ages, often religious or allegorical, 

such as morality plays. 

• Naturalism: A dramatic style emphasising environment and heredity as determinants of 

human behaviour. 

• Realism: A style of drama portraying everyday life with believable characters and 

authentic settings. 

• Renaissance drama: Theatre of the Renaissance period, marked by secular themes, 

complex characters, and purpose-built theatres. 

• Tragedy: A serious dramatic form centred on fate, suffering, and the downfall of a hero. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective Questions 

1. Roman playwrights such as Plautus and Terence are best known for their lively 

__________. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

2. Renaissance theatre introduced secular themes and __________ characters. (Linked to 

SLO 5.2) 

3. Naturalist drama emphasised that human behaviour was shaped by environment and 

__________. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

4. Avant-garde drama often questioned meaning, identity, and __________. (Linked to SLO 

5.4) 

5. Bertolt Brecht pioneered the concept of the __________ effect. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

6. Wole Soyinka blends traditional African performance elements with __________ themes. 

(Linked to SLO 5.6) 

Short-Answer Questions 

7. Define classical drama in the context of Greek and Roman traditions. (Linked to SLO 

5.1) 
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8. Explain one way medieval drama prepared the ground for Renaissance theatre. (Linked to 

SLO 5.2) 

9. State one feature of realism in modern drama. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

10. Identify one technique used by Brecht in experimental drama. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

11. Mention one contribution of Aristotle to dramatic theory. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

12. Name one African playwright who critiques political oppression through drama. (Linked 

to SLO 5.6) 

Long-Answer Questions 

13. Analyse the features of Greek and Roman drama and explain their influence on later 

traditions. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

• Basic response: Greek tragedy and comedy established dramatic structures, while 

Roman drama emphasised spectacle and architecture. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may provide examples such as Sophocles’ 

tragedies or Plautus’ comedies, and explain how Roman amphitheatres influenced 

Renaissance theatre design. 

14. Evaluate the continuities between medieval drama and Renaissance theatre. (Linked to 

SLO 5.2) 

• Basic response: Medieval drama used allegory and biblical stories, while Renaissance 

theatre revived classical ideas and introduced secular themes. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may reference morality plays and 

Shakespeare’s works, showing how medieval traditions prepared audiences for complex 

Renaissance characters. 

15. Discuss the differences between realism and naturalism in modern drama. (Linked to 

SLO 5.3) 

• Basic response: Realism portrayed everyday life with believable characters, while 

naturalism emphasised environment and heredity. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may cite Ibsen’s A Doll’s House for 

realism and Zola’s theories for naturalism, explaining their impact on social critique. 

16. Assess the contributions of major European and African playwrights to global drama. 

(Linked to SLO 5.5 & 5.6) 

• Basic response: European figures like Aristotle, Ibsen, and Brecht shaped traditions, 

while African voices like Soyinka and Ngũgĩ enriched global perspectives. 

• Value-added response: Outstanding learners may compare Brecht’s alienation effect 

with Soyinka’s fusion of ritual and modern themes, showing how both approaches 

expanded theatre’s role in society. 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 5] 
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Objective Questions 

1. Comedies 

2. Complex 

3. Heredity 

4. Existence 

5. Alienation 

6. Modern 

Short-Answer Questions 

7. Classical drama refers to the traditions of ancient Greece and Rome, including tragedy 

and comedy. 

8. Medieval drama prepared the ground by using allegory and communal performance, 

which influenced Renaissance theatre. 

9. Realism portrays everyday life with believable characters and authentic settings. 

10. Brecht used the alienation effect to encourage critical reflection. 

11. Aristotle outlined principles of tragedy such as plot, character, and catharsis. 

12. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o critiques political oppression through his plays. 

Long-Answer Questions 

13. Basic response: Greek tragedy and comedy established dramatic structures; Roman 

drama emphasised spectacle and architecture. Value-added response: Examples include 

Sophocles’ tragedies and Plautus’ comedies, with Roman amphitheatres influencing Renaissance 

theatre design. 

14. Basic response: Medieval drama used allegory and biblical stories; Renaissance theatre 

revived classical ideas and introduced secular themes. Value-added response: Morality plays 

and Shakespeare’s works show how medieval traditions prepared audiences for complex 

Renaissance characters. 

15. Basic response: Realism portrayed everyday life; naturalism emphasised environment 

and heredity. Value-added response: Ibsen’s A Doll’s House exemplifies realism, while Zola’s 

theories illustrate naturalism’s scientific approach. 

16. Basic response: European figures like Aristotle, Ibsen, and Brecht shaped traditions; 

African voices like Soyinka and Ngũgĩ enriched global perspectives. Value-added response: 

Comparing Brecht’s alienation effect with Soyinka’s fusion of ritual and modern themes shows 

how both expanded theatre’s role in society. 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 5] 

Part 5.1 

1. Comedies 

2. Fate and suffering 
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3. Complex 

4. Use of allegory and biblical stories 

5. William Shakespeare 

Part 5.2 

1. Heredity 

2. Henrik Ibsen 

3. Existence 

4. Alienation effect 

5. Absurdism or surrealism 

Part 5.3 

1. Alienation 

2. Henrik Ibsen 

3. Modern 

4. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 

5. Principles of tragedy in  

 

References and Attributions [Series 5] 

• Figures 

• Figure 5.1: Greek and Roman foundations of classical drama – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing Greek tragedy, Greek 

comedy, and Roman drama, highlighting their features and contributions.” 

Suggested search string: “Greek and Roman drama foundations diagram OER.” 

• Figure 5.2: Realism and naturalism in modern drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing realism and naturalism in modern 

drama, highlighting everyday life, social issues, environment, and heredity.” 

Suggested search string: “realism and naturalism drama diagram OER.” 

• Figure 5.3: Major European proponents of drama – AI-generated suggestion 

using the prompt: “Create a diagram showing major European proponents of 

drama, including Aristotle, Ibsen, Shaw, and Brecht.” Suggested search string: 

“European playwrights and theorists drama diagram OER.” 

• Boxes 

• Box 5.1: Continuities from classical to Renaissance drama – AI-generated 

suggestion using the prompt: “Generate a text box listing continuities from 

classical drama to medieval and Renaissance drama, including allegory, morality 
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plays, and Shakespeare’s revival of classical ideas.” Suggested search string: 

“continuities classical medieval Renaissance drama OER.” 

• Box 5.2: Features of modern dramatic traditions – AI-generated suggestion using 

the prompt: “Generate a text box listing features of modern dramatic traditions, 

including realism, naturalism, experimental drama, and avant-garde movements.” 

Suggested search string: “features of modern dramatic traditions OER.” 

• Box 5.3: Selected major proponents of drama – AI-generated suggestion using the 

prompt: “Generate a text box listing selected major proponents of drama, 

including Aristotle, Ibsen, Shaw, Brecht, Soyinka, Ngũgĩ, Fugard, and Aidoo.” 

Suggested search string: “major proponents of drama Aristotle Ibsen Brecht 

Soyinka OER.” 

• Key Terms and Concepts 

• Definitions of classical drama, tragedy, realism, naturalism, experimental 

drama, avant-garde drama, alienation effect, catharsis, medieval drama, and 

Renaissance drama were introduced and explained within the instructional 

content of Series 5. 

• Open Educational Resources (OERs) 

• Suggested search strings throughout Series 5 are intended to guide learners and 

instructors towards open-access diagrams, tables, and scholarly materials that can 

supplement the instructional content. 
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