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Course code: THA 104 

Course title: History of Drama and Theatre from the Beginnings to Medieval Period 

Course credit load: 2 Units 

List of Series: 

• Series 1: Origins of Drama and Theatre 

• Series 2: Theories of Theatre Beginnings 

• Series 3: Ritual, Oral, and Textual Traditions 

• Series 4: Stages, Plays, and Performance Conditions 

• Series 5: Medieval Theatre and Social Conventions 

 

1 Origins of Drama and Theatre 

Series Outline 

• Part 1 (1.1): Early Human Expression and Performance 

o Sub-Part 1.1.1: Symbolic communication in the Stone Age 

o Sub-Part 1.1.2: Dance, music, and storytelling as proto-theatre 

• Part 2 (1.2): Ritual Foundations of Drama 

o Sub-Part 1.2.1: Religious and communal rituals 

o Sub-Part 1.2.2: Role of myth and ceremony in shaping performance 

• Part 3 (1.3): Oral Traditions and Narrative Practices 

o Sub-Part 1.3.1: Folklore and epic storytelling 

o Sub-Part 1.3.2: Transmission of cultural memory through performance 

• Part 4 (1.4): Emergence of Structured Theatrical Forms 

o Sub-Part 1.4.1: Transition from ritual to play 
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o Sub-Part 1.4.2: Early conventions of dramatic representation 

 

Introduction 

Drama and theatre did not appear suddenly, but rather evolved gradually from the earliest human 

attempts to express ideas, beliefs, and emotions. From the Stone Age, people used symbolic 

gestures, dance, and storytelling to communicate and preserve their experiences. These practices 

laid the foundation for what we now recognise as theatre. 

The aim of this Series is to trace the beginnings of drama and theatre, showing how human 

expression, ritual, and oral traditions gradually developed into structured forms of performance. 

We shall commence this Series by examining how early humans used symbolic communication, 

dance, and storytelling as proto-theatre. Next, we will explore the ritual foundations of drama, 

focusing on religious and communal practices. Subsequently, we will consider oral traditions and 

narrative practices, including folklore and epic storytelling. Finally, we will conclude by 

analysing how these traditions gave rise to structured theatrical forms and conventions. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define early human forms of symbolic communication and performance, 

• SLO 1.2 explain how rituals contributed to the foundations of drama, 

• SLO 1.3 analyse the role of oral traditions in preserving and transmitting cultural 

narratives, 

• SLO 1.4 evaluate the transition from ritual practices to structured theatrical forms. 

 

1.1 Early Human Expression and Performance 

1.1.1 Symbolic communication in the Stone Age 
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Early humans relied on symbolic communication, which refers to the use of signs, gestures, or 

images to convey meaning beyond spoken words. Cave paintings, carvings, and body 

movements were not merely decorative, but served as ways to record experiences, beliefs, and 

communal values. These symbolic acts can be seen as the earliest seeds of performance, since 

they involved representation and interpretation. 

 

Short description: Illustration of Stone Age cave paintings showing hunting scenes. 

Figure 1.1 Stone Age cave paintings as symbolic communication 

 

In-text question: Early humans used __________ to represent experiences and beliefs, laying the 

foundation for performance. 

1.1.2 Dance, music, and storytelling as proto-theatre 

Alongside visual symbols, humans expressed themselves through dance, defined as rhythmic 

movement often accompanied by music, and storytelling, which is the oral narration of events or 

myths. These practices were communal, performed around fires or during rituals, and they 

helped to strengthen social bonds. Music, using simple instruments like drums or rattles, added 

rhythm and atmosphere, turning gatherings into proto-theatrical events. 
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Short description: Image of a group of early humans dancing around a fire. 

Plate 1.1 Dance and music as proto-theatre 

 

In-text question: Storytelling, dance, and music in early societies can be described as forms of 

__________ theatre. 

 

Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Which of the following best describes symbolic communication in the Stone Age? 

a. Oral narration of myths 

b. Use of signs, gestures, or images 

c. Rhythmic movement with music 

d. Dramatic plays with dialogue 

2. Cave paintings in the Stone Age were primarily used to: 

a. Decorate living spaces 
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b. Record experiences and beliefs 

c. Entertain children 

d. Teach farming techniques 

3. Which practice combined rhythmic movement and music to create proto-theatre? 

a. Storytelling 

b. Dance 

c. Symbolic communication 

d. Carving 

4. Storytelling in early societies served to: 

a. Strengthen social bonds 

b. Replace rituals 

c. Provide written records 

d. Entertain rulers only 

5. Music in proto-theatre was often produced using: 

a. String instruments 

b. Drums and rattles 

c. Pianos 

d. Electronic devices 

 

1.2 Ritual Foundations of Drama 

1.2.1 Religious and communal rituals 

Early societies often engaged in rituals, defined as repeated ceremonial acts performed for 

religious or social purposes. These rituals included sacrifices, dances, and chants, which were 
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believed to connect humans with divine forces or strengthen community bonds. Rituals were 

performed in designated spaces, often with costumes or masks, and they introduced elements of 

role-playing that later influenced drama. 

Short description: Image of a group of people performing a ritual dance with masks. 

Plate 1.2 Ritual dance with masks in early societies 

 

In-text question: Rituals in early societies were repeated ceremonial acts performed for 

__________ or social purposes. 

1.2.2 Role of myth and ceremony in shaping performance 

Myth refers to traditional stories that explain natural or social phenomena, often involving gods 

or heroes. When myths were enacted through ceremonies, they became performative, blending 

narrative with ritual action. These ceremonies introduced dramatic conventions such as dialogue, 

impersonation, and symbolic gestures. In this way, myth and ceremony together shaped the 

foundations of drama. 
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Short description: Diagram showing the link between myth, ceremony, and performance. 

Figure 1.2 Relationship between myth, ceremony, and performance 

 

In-text question: When myths were enacted through ceremonies, they introduced elements such 

as __________ and symbolic gestures. 

Pilot questions 1.2 

1. Rituals in early societies were primarily intended to: 

a. Entertain rulers 

b. Connect humans with divine forces 

c. Teach farming techniques 

d. Decorate communal spaces 

2. Which of the following is a key feature of ritual performance? 

a. Improvisation without repetition 

b. Repeated ceremonial acts 
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c. Written scripts 

d. Use of modern technology 

3. Myths enacted through ceremonies contributed to drama by introducing: 

a. Dialogue and impersonation 

b. Farming and hunting skills 

c. Decorative art 

d. Silent meditation 

4. Ritual masks and costumes were used to: 

a. Strengthen community bonds 

b. Decorate caves 

c. Record agricultural practices 

d. Entertain children only 

5. The blending of myth and ceremony can be described as: 

a. Proto-theatre 

b. Symbolic communication 

c. Epic storytelling 

d. Folklore 

 

1.3 Oral Traditions and Narrative Practices 

1.3.1 Folklore and epic storytelling 

Folklore refers to traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally within a community. 

These stories often explained natural events, taught moral lessons, or reinforced cultural identity. 
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Epic storytelling involved long heroic tales, narrated with rhythm and dramatic gestures, which 

preserved collective memory and inspired audiences. 

Region 
Tradition 

Type 
Example Title Key Theme / Figure 

West Africa Epic Sundiata Keita 
The founding of the Mali 

Empire by the "Lion King." 

West Africa 
Folklore 

(Trickster) 

Anansi the 

Spider 

Cunning and wit used to 

outsmart stronger opponents. 

Middle East 
Folklore 

(Collection) 

One Thousand 

and One Nights 

Survival through storytelling 

(Scheherazade). 

Ancient 

Mesopotamia 
Epic 

Epic of 

Gilgamesh 

The quest for immortality and 

the meaning of friendship. 

Greece Epic The Odyssey 

A hero's arduous journey 

home (Odysseus) and 

perseverance. 

Greece 
Folklore 

(Fable) 
Aesop’s Fables 

Short stories with 

anthropomorphic animals 

teaching morals. 

Northern 

Europe 
Epic Beowulf 

Heroism against supernatural 

monsters (Grendel). 
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Region 
Tradition 

Type 
Example Title Key Theme / Figure 

Germany 
Folklore 

(Fairy Tale) 

Grimms' Fairy 

Tales 

Cultural warnings and social 

values (e.g., Hansel and 

Gretel). 

India Epic The Ramayana 
The struggle between good 

(Rama) and evil (Ravana). 

Japan 
Folklore 

(Legend) 

Momotarō 

(Peach Boy) 

Bravery and teamwork in 

defeating demons (Oni). 

North America 
Folklore (Tall 

Tale) 
John Henry 

Man vs. Machine; the dignity 

of human labor. 

Central 

America 

Epic / Sacred 

Text 
Popol Vuh 

Kʼicheʼ Maya creation myths 

and the Hero Twins. 

South America 
Folklore 

(Legend) 

The Legend of 

El Dorado 

The search for a "Golden 

Man" or city of immense 

wealth. 

Oceania 
Folklore 

(Myth) 

Māui and the 

Sun 

A demigod slowing the sun to 

give humans longer days. 

Box 1.1 Examples of oral traditions across cultures 

 

In-text question: Folklore and epic storytelling preserved __________ memory and reinforced 

cultural identity. 
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1.3.2 Transmission of cultural memory through performance 

Oral traditions were not static, but dynamic, as each storyteller added gestures, tone, and 

improvisation. This process ensured that cultural memory, defined as the collective knowledge 

and values of a community, was transmitted across generations. Performances often took place 

during festivals or communal gatherings, making them both entertaining and educational. 

  

Plate 1.3 Storytelling as transmission of cultural memory 

 

In-text question: Oral traditions transmitted cultural memory through __________, tone, and 

improvisation. 

Pilot questions 1.3 

1. Folklore is best defined as: 

a. Written records of myths 

b. Traditional stories and customs passed orally 

c. Decorative cave art 

d. Ritual dances with masks 
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2. Epic storytelling often involved: 

a. Short moral tales 

b. Long heroic narratives with rhythm and gestures 

c. Silent meditation 

d. Written scripts only 

3. Oral traditions preserved cultural memory by: 

a. Recording events in writing 

b. Using gestures, tone, and improvisation 

c. Decorating communal spaces 

d. Teaching farming techniques 

4. Storytelling performances were usually held during: 

a. Festivals and communal gatherings 

b. Private meditation sessions 

c. Hunting expeditions 

d. Cave painting rituals 

5. Cultural memory refers to: 

a. Individual recollections of daily life 

b. Collective knowledge and values of a community 

c. Decorative art forms 

d. Written records of farming practices 
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1.4 Emergence of Structured Theatrical Forms 

1.4.1 Transition from ritual to play 

Over time, ritual practices began to evolve into play, defined as organised performance with a 

clear narrative and roles. While rituals were primarily religious or communal, plays introduced 

entertainment and storytelling as central purposes. This transition marked a shift from symbolic 

and ceremonial acts to structured dramatic representation. Performers began to adopt specific 

characters, dialogues, and sequences, which distinguished plays from earlier ritual enactments. 

Short description: Diagram showing the transition from ritual to play. 

Figure 1.4 Transition from ritual practices to structured plays 

 

In-text question: The transition from ritual to play introduced __________ and structured 

sequences into performance. 

1.4.2 Early conventions of dramatic representation 

As plays developed, certain conventions, defined as agreed rules or practices in performance, 

began to emerge. These included the use of dialogue, impersonation, costumes, and designated 

performance spaces. Early conventions also involved symbolic gestures and repeated patterns 
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that audiences could recognise. Such conventions provided structure and predictability, allowing 

drama to be distinguished from spontaneous ritual or storytelling. 

 

Short description: Image of early performers using costumes and masks in a structured play. 

Plate 1.4 Early conventions of dramatic representation 

 

In-text question: Early conventions of dramatic representation included dialogue, impersonation, 

__________, and designated performance spaces. 

 

Pilot questions 1.4 

1. The transition from ritual to play introduced: 

a. Entertainment and structured storytelling 

b. Farming and hunting techniques 

c. Decorative cave art 

d. Silent meditation 

2. Plays differed from rituals because they: 
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a. Focused solely on religious purposes 

b. Introduced entertainment and narrative roles 

c. Avoided dialogue and impersonation 

d. Used only symbolic gestures 

3. Which of the following is a convention of early dramatic representation? 

a. Improvised farming techniques 

b. Dialogue and impersonation 

c. Decorative cave paintings 

d. Silent rituals 

4. Costumes and masks in early plays were used to: 

a. Strengthen agricultural practices 

b. Represent characters and roles 

c. Decorate communal spaces 

d. Entertain rulers only 

5. Conventions in drama can be defined as: 

a. Agreed rules or practices in performance 

b. Decorative art forms 

c. Written farming records 

d. Improvised rituals without repetition 
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Series Summary 

This Series has traced the beginnings of drama and theatre, showing how human expression 

gradually evolved into structured performance. We began by exploring symbolic communication 

in the Stone Age, where cave paintings, carvings, and gestures conveyed meaning beyond words. 

We then examined ritual foundations, highlighting how religious and communal ceremonies, 

myths, and symbolic acts introduced role-playing and dramatic conventions. Moving on, we 

considered oral traditions, including folklore and epic storytelling, which preserved cultural 

memory and reinforced social identity. Finally, we analysed the transition from ritual to play, 

noting the emergence of early conventions such as dialogue, impersonation, costumes, and 

designated performance spaces. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to define early human forms of symbolic 

communication, explain how rituals contributed to drama, analyse the role of oral traditions in 

transmitting cultural narratives, and evaluate the transition from ritual practices to structured 

theatrical forms. These skills directly align with the Series Learning Outcomes and provide you 

with a strong foundation for understanding the origins of drama and theatre. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Conventions: Agreed rules or practices in performance, such as dialogue, impersonation, 

costumes, and designated spaces. 

• Cultural memory: The collective knowledge, values, and traditions of a community, 

transmitted across generations. 

• Dance: Rhythmic movement, often accompanied by music, used for expression and 

communal bonding. 

• Epic storytelling: Oral narration of long heroic tales that preserve cultural identity and 

inspire audiences. 

• Folklore: Traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally within a community. 
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• Myth: Traditional stories involving gods or heroes, often used to explain natural or social 

phenomena. 

• Play: Organised performance with a clear narrative, roles, and conventions, distinct from 

ritual. 

• Proto-theatre: Early forms of performance, such as dance, music, and storytelling, that 

predate structured drama. 

• Rituals: Repeated ceremonial acts performed for religious or social purposes, often 

involving role-playing. 

• Symbolic communication: Use of signs, gestures, or images to convey meaning beyond 

spoken words. 
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Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective questions 

1. Which of the following best describes symbolic communication in the Stone Age? 

a. Written scripts 

b. Signs, gestures, or images 

c. Decorative art only 

d. Farming techniques 

(Linked to SLO 1.1) 

2. Rituals in early societies were primarily intended to: 

a. Connect humans with divine forces and strengthen community bonds 

b. Entertain rulers only 

c. Teach farming methods 

d. Decorate communal spaces 

(Linked to SLO 1.2) 

3. Epic storytelling is characterised by: 

a. Short moral tales 

b. Long heroic narratives with rhythm and gestures 

c. Silent meditation 

d. Written records only 

(Linked to SLO 1.3) 

4. Which of the following is a convention of early dramatic representation? 

a. Dialogue and impersonation 

b. Improvised farming techniques 
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c. Decorative cave paintings 

d. Silent rituals 

(Linked to SLO 1.4) 

 

Short-answer questions 

5. Define symbolic communication and explain its role in early human societies. (Linked to SLO 

1.1) 

6. Explain how myths enacted through ceremonies contributed to the foundations of drama. 

(Linked to SLO 1.2) 

7. Describe how oral traditions helped transmit cultural memory across generations. (Linked to 

SLO 1.3) 

8. Identify two early conventions of dramatic representation and explain their significance. 

(Linked to SLO 1.4) 

 

Long-answer questions 

9. Analyse the transition from ritual to play, highlighting the differences in purpose, structure, 

and conventions. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

10. Evaluate the importance of oral traditions and epic storytelling in shaping the origins of 

drama and theatre. (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 1] 

Objective questions 

1. Signs, gestures, or images 

2. Connect humans with divine forces and strengthen community bonds 

3. Long heroic narratives with rhythm and gestures 

4. Dialogue and impersonation 
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Short-answer questions 

5. Symbolic communication refers to the use of signs, gestures, or images to convey meaning 

beyond spoken words. It allowed early humans to record experiences and beliefs, laying the 

foundation for performance. 

6. Myths enacted through ceremonies introduced dialogue, impersonation, and symbolic 

gestures, blending narrative with ritual action and shaping drama. 

7. Oral traditions transmitted cultural memory by using rhythm, tone, and improvisation, 

ensuring collective knowledge and values were passed across generations. 

8. Two early conventions were dialogue and costumes. Dialogue structured performance, while 

costumes helped represent characters and roles. 

Long-answer questions 

9. Basic response: Rituals were primarily religious and communal, while plays introduced 

entertainment and storytelling. Plays adopted structured roles, dialogue, and conventions, 

marking a shift from symbolic acts to organised drama. 

Value-added response: Beyond this, the transition reflects broader social changes, as 

communities began to separate sacred rituals from secular entertainment. This distinction 

allowed drama to evolve into a cultural institution with its own conventions and purposes. 

10. Basic response: Oral traditions preserved cultural identity and transmitted collective 

memory through folklore and epic storytelling, which used rhythm and gestures to 

engage audiences. 

Value-added response: Outstanding learners may note that oral traditions also influenced 

later written texts, such as epics and plays, and provided a foundation for cultural 

continuity across civilisations, linking performance with education and social cohesion. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 1] 

Part 1.1 

1. Use of signs, gestures, or images 

2. Record experiences and beliefs 
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3. Dance 

4. Strengthen social bonds 

5. Drums and rattles 

Part 1.2 

1. Connect humans with divine forces 

2. Repeated ceremonial acts 

3. Dialogue and impersonation 

4. Strengthen community bonds 

5. Proto-theatre 

Part 1.3 

1. Traditional stories and customs passed orally 

2. Long heroic narratives with rhythm and gestures 

3. Using gestures, tone, and improvisation 

4. Festivals and communal gatherings 

5. Collective knowledge and values of a community 

Part 1.4 

1. Entertainment and structured storytelling 

2. Introduced entertainment and narrative roles 

3. Dialogue and impersonation 

4. Represent characters and roles 

5. Agreed rules or practices in performance 
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References and Attributions [Series 1] 

All references and attributions below are compiled in line with the instructional content, 

illustration placeholders, and suggested OER sources for Series 1: Origins of Drama and 

Theatre. The referencing style used here follows APA (7th edition). 

Textual references 

• Brockett, O. G., & Hildy, F. J. (2014). History of the theatre (10th ed.). Pearson. 

• Carlson, M. (2011). Theories of the theatre: A historical and critical survey from the 

Greeks to the present. Cornell University Press. 

• Schechner, R. (2013). Performance studies: An introduction (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

Illustration placeholders and attributions 

• Figure 1.1 Stone Age cave paintings as symbolic communication 

o Suggested OER source: “Stone Age cave paintings hunting scenes” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple sketch of Stone Age cave paintings depicting 

humans and animals in a hunting scene.” 

• Plate 1.1 Dance and music as proto-theatre 

o Suggested OER source: “Stone Age dance ritual illustration” (search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of Stone Age humans dancing around a 

fire with drums and rattles.” 

• Plate 1.2 Ritual dance with masks in early societies 

o Suggested OER source: “OER ritual dance masks early societies illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of early humans performing a ritual dance 

with masks and costumes.” 

• Figure 1.2 Relationship between myth, ceremony, and performance 
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o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram myth ceremony performance theatre 

origins” (search string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing myth leading to ceremony, and 

ceremony leading to performance.” 

• Box 1.1 Examples of oral traditions across cultures 

o Suggested OER source: “OER folklore epic storytelling examples” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple table listing examples of folklore and epic 

storytelling traditions across cultures.” 

• Plate 1.3 Storytelling as transmission of cultural memory 

o Suggested OER source: “OER storytelling around fire illustration” (search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of a storyteller narrating to a group of 

people around a fire.” 

• Figure 1.4 Transition from ritual practices to structured plays 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram ritual to play theatre origins” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a diagram showing ritual evolving into play, with arrows 

linking ritual, ceremony, and structured performance.” 

• Plate 1.4 Early conventions of dramatic representation 

o Suggested OER source: “OER early theatre costumes masks illustration” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of early performers using costumes and 

masks in a structured play setting.” 
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Series 2: Theories of Theatre Beginnings 

Series Outline 

• Part 2.1: Early Explanations of Theatre Origins 

o Sub-Part 2.1.1: Spontaneous play theory 

o Sub-Part 2.1.2: Ritual theory 

• Part 2.2: Social and Psychological Theories 

o Sub-Part 2.2.1: Storytelling and imitation 

o Sub-Part 2.2.2: Collective need for performance 

• Part 2.3: Anthropological and Cultural Theories 

o Sub-Part 2.3.1: Theatre as cultural expression 

o Sub-Part 2.3.2: Theatre as social cohesion 

• Part 2.4: Comparative Perspectives on Theatre Beginnings 

o Sub-Part 2.4.1: Cross-cultural similarities 

o Sub-Part 2.4.2: Distinctive cultural pathways 

 

Introduction 

Theories of theatre beginnings attempt to explain how drama and performance first emerged in 

human societies. Scholars have long debated whether theatre grew out of ritual, play, 

storytelling, or cultural needs. These theories provide us with frameworks for understanding the 

diverse ways in which performance became a central part of human life. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the major theories of theatre origins and to help you 

evaluate their relevance to different cultural contexts. 

We shall commence this Series by examining early explanations such as spontaneous play and 

ritual theory. Next, we will explore social and psychological theories, focusing on storytelling, 
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imitation, and collective needs. Subsequently, we will consider anthropological and cultural 

theories that view theatre as both cultural expression and social cohesion. Finally, we will 

conclude with comparative perspectives, highlighting similarities and differences across cultures 

in the beginnings of theatre. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 describe early theories of theatre origins, including spontaneous play and ritual 

theory, 

• SLO 2.2 explain social and psychological theories that link theatre to storytelling, 

imitation, and collective needs, 

• SLO 2.3 analyse anthropological and cultural theories that interpret theatre as cultural 

expression and social cohesion, 

• SLO 2.4 evaluate comparative perspectives on theatre beginnings across different 

cultures. 

 

2.1 Early Explanations of Theatre Origins 

2.1.1 Spontaneous play theory 

One of the earliest explanations for the beginnings of theatre is the spontaneous play theory, 

which suggests that drama emerged naturally from human playfulness. Play, defined as voluntary 

and imaginative activity, often involved mimicry, role-taking, and improvisation. Children 

imitating adults, or communities engaging in playful re-enactments, provided the seeds of 

theatrical performance. This theory highlights the human instinct to imitate and to create 

structured entertainment from everyday life. 

In-text question: The spontaneous play theory suggests that drama emerged naturally from 

human __________. 
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2.1.2 Ritual theory 

Another influential explanation is the ritual theory, which argues that theatre grew out of 

religious and communal ceremonies. Rituals involved repeated actions, costumes, masks, and 

symbolic gestures, which gradually became more elaborate and performative. Over time, these 

ritual enactments developed into structured performances, with designated roles and narratives. 

This theory emphasises the sacred and communal roots of theatre. 

 

Short description: Diagram showing ritual practices evolving into structured performance. 

Figure 2.1 Ritual theory of theatre origins 

 

In-text question: Ritual theory argues that theatre grew out of __________ and communal 

ceremonies. 

 

Pilot questions 2.1 

1. The spontaneous play theory suggests theatre originated from human playfulness and 

imitation. 
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2. Ritual theory emphasises the role of religious and communal ceremonies. 

3. Costumes and masks are features most associated with ritual theory. 

4. Play theory highlights the human instinct to imitate and role-play. 

5. Ritual enactments gradually developed into structured performances. 

 

2.2 Social and Psychological Theories 

2.2.1 Storytelling and imitation 

The storytelling theory suggests that theatre originated from the human need to narrate 

experiences and myths. Storytelling, defined as oral narration with gestures and tone, became 

increasingly performative when narrators adopted roles or dramatised events. Closely linked is 

the idea of imitation, the instinctive human tendency to copy actions, behaviours, and voices. 

When combined, storytelling and imitation created proto-theatrical performances that entertained 

and educated communities. 

In-text question: Storytelling became proto-theatrical when narrators adopted __________ or 

dramatised events. 

2.2.2 Collective need for performance 

Another perspective emphasises the collective need for performance, which refers to the social 

desire for shared experiences that reinforce identity and cohesion. Communities gathered to 

watch or participate in performances that reflected their values, struggles, and aspirations. This 

theory highlights theatre as a psychological and social necessity, not merely entertainment. 

Performance provided catharsis, education, and unity, making it indispensable to human 

societies. 
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Plate 2.1 Collective need for performance in early societies 

 

In-text question: The collective need for performance emphasises theatre as a __________ and 

social necessity. 

 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Storytelling theory suggests theatre originated from oral narration of experiences and 

myths. 

2. Imitation in theatre refers to copying actions, behaviours, and voices. 

3. The collective need for performance highlights theatre as a psychological and social 

necessity. 

4. Storytelling as proto-theatre involved narrators adopting roles and dramatising events. 

5. Performance provided communities with catharsis, education, and unity. 
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2.3 Anthropological and Cultural Theories 

2.3.1 Theatre as cultural expression 

From an anthropological perspective, theatre is seen as a form of cultural expression, meaning 

it reflects the values, beliefs, and practices of a society. Performances often embodied myths, 

social roles, and communal experiences, making theatre a mirror of culture. This theory 

emphasises that drama is not just entertainment but a way of expressing identity and transmitting 

traditions. 

In-text question: Anthropological theories view theatre as a form of __________ that reflects 

values and practices of society. 

2.3.2 Theatre as social cohesion 

Another cultural perspective highlights theatre as a tool for social cohesion, defined as the 

process of strengthening unity and solidarity within a community. Performances brought people 

together, reinforced shared values, and provided collective experiences. By dramatising conflicts, 

rituals, or celebrations, theatre helped communities maintain harmony and continuity. 

  

Figure 2.2 Theatre as cultural expression and social cohesion 
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In-text question: Theatre as social cohesion strengthened __________ and solidarity within 

communities. 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. Anthropological theories interpret theatre as cultural expression reflecting values and 

practices. 

2. Cultural perspectives highlight theatre as social cohesion, strengthening unity and 

solidarity. 

3. Performances often embodied myths, social roles, and communal experiences. 

4. Theatre helped communities maintain harmony and continuity. 

5. Cultural expression and social cohesion are central to anthropological theories of theatre 

origins. 

 

2.4 Comparative Perspectives on Theatre Beginnings 

2.4.1 Cross-cultural similarities 

Comparative studies reveal that many societies developed theatre through similar processes. 

Rituals, storytelling, and imitation appear across cultures, suggesting universal human instincts 

for performance. These similarities show that theatre is a shared human phenomenon, arising 

independently in different regions yet following comparable patterns. 

In-text question: Comparative perspectives highlight __________ human instincts for 

performance across cultures. 

2.4.2 Distinctive cultural pathways 

While similarities exist, each culture also followed distinctive pathways in developing theatre. 

For example, Greek drama emphasised structured dialogue and civic participation, while other 

traditions focused more on ritual or oral storytelling. These differences illustrate how theatre 

adapted to specific cultural needs and contexts, producing diverse forms of performance. 
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Plate 2.2 Distinctive cultural pathways in theatre beginnings 

In-text question: Distinctive cultural pathways show how theatre adapted to specific __________ 

and contexts. 

Pilot questions 2.4 

1. Comparative perspectives reveal cross-cultural similarities in rituals, storytelling, and 

imitation. 

2. Theatre is considered a shared human phenomenon arising independently across regions. 
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3. Distinctive cultural pathways illustrate how theatre adapted to specific cultural needs. 

4. Greek drama emphasised structured dialogue and civic participation. 

5. Other traditions focused more on ritual or oral storytelling. 

 

Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective questions 

1. The spontaneous play theory suggests theatre originated from human playfulness and 

imitation. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Ritual theory emphasises the role of religious and communal ceremonies in shaping 

theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

3. Storytelling theory highlights oral narration of experiences and myths as a foundation of 

theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

4. Imitation refers to the instinctive human tendency to copy actions, behaviours, and 

voices. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

5. Anthropological theories interpret theatre as cultural expression and social cohesion. 

(Linked to SLO 2.3) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define spontaneous play theory and explain its significance in the origins of theatre. (Linked 

to SLO 2.1) 

7. Explain how ritual theory connects religious ceremonies to the development of drama. (Linked 

to SLO 2.1) 

8. Describe how storytelling and imitation contributed to proto-theatrical performances. (Linked 

to SLO 2.2) 

9. Identify two ways in which theatre served as cultural expression in early societies. (Linked to 

SLO 2.3) 

10. Explain how comparative perspectives highlight both similarities and differences in theatre 

beginnings. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 
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Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the collective need for performance, discussing its psychological and social 

importance in the development of theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

12. Evaluate the strengths and limitations of ritual theory compared to anthropological theories 

of theatre origins. (Linked to SLO 2.1 & SLO 2.3) 

 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 2] 

Objective questions 

1. Theatre originated from human playfulness and imitation. 

2. Religious and communal ceremonies shaped theatre. 

3. Oral narration of experiences and myths formed a foundation of theatre. 

4. Imitation is the instinctive human tendency to copy actions, behaviours, and voices. 

5. Theatre is interpreted as cultural expression and social cohesion. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Spontaneous play theory suggests theatre emerged naturally from human playfulness, role-

taking, and mimicry, highlighting the instinct to create structured entertainment. 

7. Ritual theory connects repeated religious ceremonies, costumes, and symbolic gestures to the 

gradual development of structured performances. 

8. Storytelling and imitation contributed to proto-theatre by dramatising events, adopting roles, 

and engaging audiences with gestures and tone. 

9. Theatre served as cultural expression by embodying myths and social roles, and by 

transmitting traditions and values. 

10. Comparative perspectives highlight universal instincts such as ritual and storytelling, while 

also showing distinctive cultural pathways like Greek civic drama versus ritual-based traditions 

elsewhere. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: The collective need for performance reflects the psychological desire for 
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shared experiences and the social need for unity. Performances provided catharsis, education, 

and cohesion. 

Value-added response: Beyond this, collective performance also reinforced political authority, 

cultural identity, and intergenerational continuity, making theatre a vital institution in early 

societies. 

12. Basic response: Ritual theory emphasises sacred ceremonies as the origin of theatre, 

while anthropological theories highlight cultural expression and social cohesion. 

Value-added response: Outstanding learners may note that ritual theory explains the 

sacred roots of drama but is limited in scope, whereas anthropological theories provide a 

broader view of theatre as both cultural and social practice, adaptable across diverse 

societies. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 2] 

Part 2.1 

1. Theatre originated from human playfulness and imitation. 

2. Ritual theory emphasises religious and communal ceremonies. 

3. Costumes and masks are features most associated with ritual theory. 

4. Play theory highlights the human instinct to imitate and role-play. 

5. Ritual enactments gradually developed into structured performances. 

Part 2.2 

1. Theatre originated from oral narration of experiences and myths. 

2. Imitation refers to copying actions, behaviours, and voices. 

3. Theatre is a psychological and social necessity. 

4. Storytelling as proto-theatre involved narrators adopting roles and dramatising events. 

5. Performance provided catharsis, education, and unity. 
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Part 2.3 

1. Theatre is cultural expression reflecting values and practices. 

2. Theatre as social cohesion strengthened unity and solidarity. 

3. Performances embodied myths, social roles, and communal experiences. 

4. Theatre helped communities maintain harmony and continuity. 

5. Cultural expression and social cohesion are central to anthropological theories. 

Part 2.4 

1. Cross-cultural similarities include rituals, storytelling, and imitation. 

2. Theatre is a shared human phenomenon arising independently across regions. 

3. Distinctive cultural pathways show theatre adapting to specific cultural needs. 

4. Greek drama emphasised structured dialogue and civic participation. 

5. Other traditions focused more on ritual or oral storytelling. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has explored the major theories that explain how theatre may have begun. We started 

with early explanations such as spontaneous play theory, which emphasises human playfulness 

and imitation, and ritual theory, which highlights the role of religious and communal ceremonies. 

We then examined social and psychological theories, focusing on storytelling, imitation, and the 

collective need for performance. Following that, we considered anthropological and cultural 

theories, which interpret theatre as cultural expression and social cohesion. Finally, we looked at 

comparative perspectives, noting both cross-cultural similarities and distinctive cultural 

pathways in the development of theatre. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe early theories of theatre origins, 

explain social and psychological perspectives, analyse anthropological and cultural 

interpretations, and evaluate comparative viewpoints across cultures. These abilities directly 

align with the Series Learning Outcomes and provide you with a deeper understanding of the 

diverse ways in which theatre may have emerged. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Collective need for performance: The social desire for shared experiences that reinforce 

identity, cohesion, and unity within a community. 

• Cultural expression: The reflection of values, beliefs, and practices of a society through 

performance. 

• Imitation: The instinctive human tendency to copy actions, behaviours, and voices, often 

forming the basis of performance. 

• Ritual theory: The explanation that theatre originated from religious and communal 

ceremonies involving repeated symbolic acts. 

• Social cohesion: The process of strengthening unity and solidarity within a community 

through shared performances. 
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• Spontaneous play theory: The idea that theatre emerged naturally from human 

playfulness, mimicry, and role-taking. 

• Storytelling theory: The view that theatre developed from oral narration of experiences 

and myths, often dramatised with gestures and roles. 
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References and Attributions [Series 2] 

All references and attributions below are compiled in line with the instructional content, 

illustration placeholders, and suggested OER sources for Series 2: Theories of Theatre 

Beginnings. The referencing style used here follows APA (7th edition). 

Textual references 

• Brockett, O. G., & Hildy, F. J. (2014). History of the theatre (10th ed.). Pearson. 

• Carlson, M. (2011). Theories of the theatre: A historical and critical survey from the 

Greeks to the present. Cornell University Press. 

• Schechner, R. (2013). Performance studies: An introduction (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

• Turner, V. (1982). From ritual to theatre: The human seriousness of play. PAJ 

Publications. 

Illustration placeholders and attributions 

• Figure 2.1 Ritual theory of theatre origins 

o Suggested OER source: “OER ritual theory theatre origins diagram” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing ritual practices evolving into 

structured performance with arrows linking ritual, ceremony, and drama.” 

• Plate 2.1 Collective need for performance in early societies 

o Suggested OER source: “OER community storytelling performance illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of a community gathered around a 

storyteller or performer in an early society.” 

• Figure 2.2 Theatre as cultural expression and social cohesion 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram theatre cultural expression social 

cohesion” (search string). 
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o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing theatre as cultural expression on 

one side and social cohesion on the other, linked to community identity.” 

• Plate 2.2 Distinctive cultural pathways in theatre beginnings 

o Suggested OER source: “OER Greek drama ritual theatre comparison illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction comparing Greek drama with ritual-based 

performances in other cultures.” 
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Series 3: Ritual, Oral, and Textual Traditions 

Series Outline 

• Part 3.1: Ritual Traditions in Performance 

o Sub-Part 3.1.1: Sacred rituals and symbolic acts 

o Sub-Part 3.1.2: Role of masks, costumes, and music 

• Part 3.2: Oral Traditions and Storytelling 

o Sub-Part 3.2.1: Folklore and myth narration 

o Sub-Part 3.2.2: Epic storytelling and communal memory 

• Part 3.3: Transition to Textual Traditions 

o Sub-Part 3.3.1: From oral to written scripts 

o Sub-Part 3.3.2: Preservation and transmission of drama 

• Part 3.4: Interplay of Ritual, Oral, and Textual Forms 

o Sub-Part 3.4.1: Continuities and transformations 

o Sub-Part 3.4.2: Case studies across cultures 

 

Introduction 

Throughout history, drama has been shaped by ritual, oral, and textual traditions. Rituals 

provided sacred and communal foundations, oral traditions preserved myths and collective 

memory, and textual traditions ensured the transmission of drama across generations. Together, 

these traditions reveal how performance evolved into a structured cultural practice. 

The aim of this Series is to examine the interplay between ritual, oral, and textual traditions, 

showing how each contributed to the development and preservation of drama. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring ritual traditions, focusing on sacred acts, masks, 

costumes, and music. Next, we will consider oral traditions, including folklore, myth narration, 
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and epic storytelling. Subsequently, we will analyse the transition to textual traditions, tracing 

how oral performances became written scripts. Finally, we will conclude by examining the 

interplay of these traditions, highlighting continuities, transformations, and cultural case studies. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 describe the role of ritual traditions in shaping performance, 

• SLO 3.2 explain how oral traditions preserved and transmitted cultural narratives, 

• SLO 3.3 analyse the transition from oral to textual traditions in drama, 

• SLO 3.4 evaluate the interplay of ritual, oral, and textual forms across cultures. 

 

3.1 Ritual Traditions in Performance 

3.1.1 Sacred rituals and symbolic acts 

Ritual traditions provided some of the earliest foundations for performance. Sacred rituals, 

defined as ceremonial acts performed to honour deities or mark significant communal events, 

often included symbolic gestures, chants, and dances. These rituals were not only religious but 

also social, reinforcing shared values and identity. Over time, the performative aspects of 

rituals—such as repetition, rhythm, and role-playing—laid the groundwork for drama. 

In-text question: Sacred rituals often included __________ gestures, chants, and dances that 

reinforced communal identity. 

3.1.2 Role of masks, costumes, and music 

Masks, costumes, and music were central to ritual traditions. Masks symbolised transformation, 

allowing performers to embody gods, spirits, or ancestors. Costumes added visual impact and 

distinguished roles, while music provided rhythm and atmosphere. Together, these elements 

enhanced the dramatic quality of rituals, making them memorable and emotionally powerful. 
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Short description: Image of performers in masks and costumes during a ritual. 

Plate 3.1 Masks and costumes in ritual traditions 

 

In-text question: Masks in ritual traditions symbolised __________, allowing performers to 

embody gods or spirits. 

 

Pilot questions 3.1 

1. Sacred rituals were ceremonial acts performed to honour deities or mark communal 

events. 

2. Rituals reinforced shared values and identity through symbolic gestures and repetition. 

3. Masks symbolised transformation and allowed performers to embody gods or spirits. 

4. Costumes added visual impact and distinguished roles. 

5. Music provided rhythm and atmosphere, enhancing ritual performance. 
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3.2 Oral Traditions and Storytelling 

3.2.1 Folklore and myth narration 

Folklore refers to traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally within communities. 

These stories often explained natural events, taught moral lessons, or reinforced cultural identity. 

Myth narration involved recounting tales of gods, heroes, and creation, often performed with 

gestures and dramatic tone. Oral traditions ensured that cultural knowledge was preserved and 

transmitted across generations. 

In-text question: Folklore and myth narration preserved __________ knowledge and reinforced 

cultural identity. 

3.2.2 Epic storytelling and communal memory 

Epic storytelling is the oral narration of long heroic tales, often involving journeys, battles, or 

struggles. These stories were performed with rhythm, repetition, and dramatic gestures, making 

them engaging and memorable. Epic storytelling served as a repository of communal memory, 

defined as the collective knowledge and values of a society. By dramatising heroic deeds, 

communities celebrated their past and inspired future generations. 

 

Figure 3.1 Oral traditions and communal memory 
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In-text question: Epic storytelling served as a repository of __________, celebrating past deeds 

and inspiring future generations. 

 

Pilot questions 3.2 

1. Folklore refers to traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally. 

2. Myth narration involved recounting tales of gods, heroes, and creation. 

3. Oral traditions preserved cultural knowledge and transmitted it across generations. 

4. Epic storytelling involved long heroic tales performed with rhythm and gestures. 

5. Communal memory refers to the collective knowledge and values of a society. 

 

3.3 Transition to Textual Traditions 

3.3.1 From oral to written scripts 

As societies advanced, oral performances began to be recorded in written form. This transition 

to textual traditions allowed stories, rituals, and plays to be preserved beyond the moment of 

performance. Written scripts provided permanence, enabling drama to be studied, replicated, and 

transmitted across generations. This shift also marked the beginning of theatre as a literary as 

well as performative art. 

In-text question: The transition to textual traditions allowed performances to be __________ and 

transmitted across generations. 

3.3.2 Preservation and transmission of drama 

Textual traditions ensured that drama could be preserved accurately and shared widely. Scripts 

became cultural artefacts, safeguarding myths, rituals, and stories from loss or distortion. They 

also allowed drama to travel across regions, influencing other cultures and traditions. This 

preservation reinforced drama’s role as both an artistic and educational practice. 
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Short description: Diagram showing oral traditions evolving into textual traditions. 

Figure 3.2 Transition from oral to textual traditions 

 

In-text question: Textual traditions safeguarded myths and stories from __________ or 

distortion. 

 

Pilot questions 3.3 

1. Oral performances were preserved when they were recorded in written form. 

2. Written scripts provided permanence and enabled drama to be transmitted across 

generations. 

3. Textual traditions ensured drama could be preserved accurately and shared widely. 

4. Scripts became cultural artefacts safeguarding myths and rituals. 

5. Textual traditions reinforced drama’s role as both artistic and educational. 

 

3.4 Interplay of Ritual, Oral, and Textual Forms 
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3.4.1 Continuities and transformations 

Ritual, oral, and textual traditions did not exist in isolation but often overlapped. Rituals 

continued to influence oral storytelling, while oral traditions shaped the content of written 

scripts. Textual traditions, in turn, preserved and transformed rituals and oral narratives. This 

interplay shows that drama evolved through continuity and adaptation rather than abrupt change. 

In-text question: Ritual, oral, and textual traditions often __________, influencing and 

transforming one another. 

3.4.2 Case studies across cultures 

Different cultures demonstrate unique blends of ritual, oral, and textual traditions. For example, 

Greek drama combined ritual festivals with oral storytelling and written scripts, while African 

traditions often emphasised oral performance supported by ritual practices. These case studies 

highlight the diversity of pathways through which drama developed, while also showing 

common threads of human creativity. 



 

 THA 104 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION 
STUDENTS 

Short description: Image comparing Greek drama with African oral-ritual traditions. 

Plate 3.2 Case studies of ritual, oral, and textual traditions across cultures 

 

In-text question: Case studies across cultures highlight both diversity and __________ in the 

development of drama. 

 

Pilot questions 3.4 

1. Ritual, oral, and textual traditions often overlapped and influenced one another. 

2. Drama evolved through continuity and adaptation rather than abrupt change. 
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3. Greek drama combined ritual festivals, oral storytelling, and written scripts. 

4. African traditions emphasised oral performance supported by ritual practices. 

5. Case studies highlight both diversity and common threads in drama’s development. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has examined how ritual, oral, and textual traditions shaped the development of 

drama. We began with ritual traditions, focusing on sacred acts, masks, costumes, and music, 

which reinforced communal identity and introduced performative elements. We then explored 

oral traditions, including folklore, myth narration, and epic storytelling, which preserved cultural 

knowledge and communal memory. Next, we analysed the transition to textual traditions, 

showing how oral performances were recorded as written scripts, ensuring preservation and 

transmission across generations. Finally, we considered the interplay of ritual, oral, and textual 

forms, highlighting continuities, transformations, and cultural case studies such as Greek drama 

and African oral-ritual traditions. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe the role of ritual traditions, 

explain how oral traditions preserved cultural narratives, analyse the transition to textual 

traditions, and evaluate the interplay of these forms across cultures. These abilities align directly 

with the Series Learning Outcomes and provide a comprehensive understanding of how drama 

evolved through multiple traditions. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Communal memory: The collective knowledge and values of a society, preserved 

through oral and epic storytelling. 

• Costumes: Clothing used in ritual or performance to distinguish roles and add visual 

impact. 

• Epic storytelling: Oral narration of long heroic tales performed with rhythm and 

gestures. 

• Folklore: Traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally within communities. 

• Masks: Objects worn to symbolise transformation, allowing performers to embody gods, 

spirits, or ancestors. 

• Myth narration: Oral recounting of tales involving gods, heroes, and creation stories. 
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• Sacred rituals: Ceremonial acts performed to honour deities or mark communal events, 

often involving symbolic gestures. 

• Textual traditions: Written scripts that preserve and transmit drama across generations. 
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Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective questions 

1. Sacred rituals reinforced communal identity through symbolic gestures, chants, and 

dances. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

2. Masks in ritual traditions symbolised transformation, allowing performers to embody 

gods or spirits. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

3. Folklore refers to traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally. (Linked to SLO 

3.2) 

4. Epic storytelling served as a repository of communal memory. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

5. Textual traditions preserved drama by recording oral performances in written form. 

(Linked to SLO 3.3) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define sacred rituals and explain their role in shaping performance. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

7. Explain how masks and costumes enhanced ritual traditions. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

8. Describe how folklore and myth narration preserved cultural identity. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

9. Identify two ways in which textual traditions safeguarded drama. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

10. Explain how ritual, oral, and textual traditions overlapped and influenced one another. 

(Linked to SLO 3.4) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the importance of epic storytelling in preserving communal memory and inspiring 

future generations. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

12. Evaluate the interplay of ritual, oral, and textual traditions, using examples from Greek and 

African contexts. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

 

Answers to Concept Check Questions [Series 3] 

Objective questions 
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1. Sacred rituals reinforced communal identity through symbolic gestures, chants, and 

dances. 

2. Masks symbolised transformation, allowing performers to embody gods or spirits. 

3. Folklore refers to traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally. 

4. Epic storytelling served as a repository of communal memory. 

5. Textual traditions preserved drama by recording oral performances in written form. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Sacred rituals were ceremonial acts performed to honour deities or mark communal events, 

shaping performance through repetition and symbolic gestures. 

7. Masks symbolised transformation, while costumes distinguished roles and added visual 

impact, enhancing ritual traditions. 

8. Folklore and myth narration preserved cultural identity by transmitting stories, values, and 

beliefs across generations. 

9. Textual traditions safeguarded drama by ensuring accuracy and preventing distortion, and by 

allowing plays to be transmitted across regions. 

10. Ritual, oral, and textual traditions overlapped, with rituals influencing oral storytelling, oral 

traditions shaping written scripts, and textual traditions preserving both. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: Epic storytelling preserved communal memory by recounting heroic deeds 

and cultural values, inspiring audiences through rhythm and gestures. 

Value-added response: Beyond this, epic storytelling also reinforced social cohesion, educated 

communities, and provided a framework for later literary traditions such as written epics and 

plays. 

12. Basic response: Ritual, oral, and textual traditions influenced one another, with rituals 

shaping oral storytelling and oral traditions leading to written scripts. 

Value-added response: In Greek drama, ritual festivals combined with oral storytelling 

and textual preservation, while African traditions emphasised oral performance supported 
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by ritual practices. These examples show both continuity and diversity in theatre’s 

development. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 3] 

Part 3.1 

1. Sacred rituals honoured deities or marked communal events. 

2. Rituals reinforced shared values and identity. 

3. Masks symbolised transformation and embodiment of gods or spirits. 

4. Costumes added visual impact and distinguished roles. 

5. Music provided rhythm and atmosphere. 

Part 3.2 

1. Folklore refers to traditional stories, customs, and beliefs passed orally. 

2. Myth narration involved recounting tales of gods, heroes, and creation. 

3. Oral traditions preserved cultural knowledge across generations. 

4. Epic storytelling involved long heroic tales with rhythm and gestures. 

5. Communal memory refers to collective knowledge and values of a society. 

Part 3.3 

1. Oral performances were preserved when recorded in written form. 

2. Written scripts provided permanence and transmission across generations. 

3. Textual traditions ensured drama could be preserved accurately. 

4. Scripts safeguarded myths and rituals. 

5. Textual traditions reinforced drama’s artistic and educational role. 

Part 3.4 
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1. Ritual, oral, and textual traditions overlapped and influenced one another. 

2. Drama evolved through continuity and adaptation. 

3. Greek drama combined ritual festivals, oral storytelling, and written scripts. 

4. African traditions emphasised oral performance supported by ritual practices. 

5. Case studies highlight diversity and common threads in drama’s development. 
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References and Attributions [Series 3] 

All references and attributions below are compiled in line with the instructional content, 

illustration placeholders, and suggested OER sources for Series 3: Ritual, Oral, and Textual 

Traditions. The referencing style used here follows APA (7th edition). 

Textual references 

• Brockett, O. G., & Hildy, F. J. (2014). History of the theatre (10th ed.). Pearson. 

• Carlson, M. (2011). Theories of the theatre: A historical and critical survey from the 

Greeks to the present. Cornell University Press. 

• Schechner, R. (2013). Performance studies: An introduction (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

• Turner, V. (1982). From ritual to theatre: The human seriousness of play. PAJ 

Publications. 

• Finnegan, R. (2012). Oral literature in Africa. Open Book Publishers. 

Illustration placeholders and attributions 

• Plate 3.1 Masks and costumes in ritual traditions 

o Suggested OER source: “OER ritual masks costumes performance illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of performers wearing masks and 

costumes during a sacred ritual.” 

• Figure 3.1 Oral traditions and communal memory 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram oral traditions communal memory” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing oral traditions leading to 

preservation of communal memory through folklore, myth, and epic storytelling.” 

• Figure 3.2 Transition from oral to textual traditions 
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o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram oral to textual traditions drama” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing oral traditions evolving into 

textual traditions, with arrows linking oral narration, written scripts, and 

preservation.” 

• Plate 3.2 Case studies of ritual, oral, and textual traditions across cultures 

o Suggested OER source: “OER Greek drama African oral traditions illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction comparing Greek drama with African 

oral-ritual traditions.” 
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Series 4 Outline 

• Part 4.1: The Physical Stages of Ancient Theatre 

o Sub-Part 4.1.1: Structure and layout of Greek theatres 

o Sub-Part 4.1.2: Roman adaptations and innovations 

• Part 4.2: Types of Plays and Genres 

o Sub-Part 4.2.1: Tragedy and its conventions 

o Sub-Part 4.2.2: Comedy and satirical performance 

• Part 4.3: Performance Conditions and Practices 

o Sub-Part 4.3.1: Actors, chorus, and role distribution 

o Sub-Part 4.3.2: Costumes, masks, and stage effects 

• Part 4.4: Audience and Social Contexts 

o Sub-Part 4.4.1: Civic and religious functions of theatre 

o Sub-Part 4.4.2: Audience expectations and participation 

 

Series Introduction 

Introduction 

In ancient societies, theatre was not only a form of entertainment but also a vital cultural 

institution. The physical stages, the plays performed, and the conditions of performance all 

combined to create a unique experience that reflected civic, religious, and social life. 

Understanding these elements helps us appreciate how drama functioned in its original contexts 

and why it continues to influence performance traditions today. 

The aim of this Series is to provide you with a clear understanding of the stages, plays, and 

performance conditions of ancient theatre, showing how they shaped both the art form and its 

audiences. 
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We shall commence this Series by examining the physical stages of ancient theatre, beginning 

with Greek structures and Roman adaptations. Next, we will explore the types of plays and 

genres, focusing on tragedy and comedy. Following that, we will analyse performance 

conditions, including the role of actors, chorus, costumes, and stage effects. Finally, we will 

conclude by considering the audience and social contexts, highlighting the civic and religious 

functions of theatre and the expectations of those who attended. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes (SLOs) 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 describe the physical structure and layout of Greek and Roman theatres, 

• SLO 4.2 explain the conventions of tragedy as a dramatic genre, 

• SLO 4.3 explain the conventions of comedy and satirical performance, 

• SLO 4.4 analyse performance conditions, including the role of actors, chorus, costumes, 

and stage effects, 

• SLO 4.5 evaluate the civic and religious functions of theatre and audience participation 

in ancient societies. 

 

4.1 The Physical Stages of Ancient Theatre 

4.1.1 Structure and layout of Greek theatres 

Greek theatres were carefully designed spaces that reflected both artistic and civic priorities. The 

theatron, meaning “seeing place,” was the seating area carved into a hillside, providing 

audiences with a clear view of the performance. At the centre lay the orchestra, a circular space 

where the chorus performed dances and songs. Behind the orchestra stood the skene, a building 

that served as a backdrop and provided space for costume changes and props. 
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This arrangement ensured that performances were visible and audible to large audiences, often 

numbering thousands. The semi-circular design also enhanced acoustics, allowing voices to carry 

naturally without amplification. 

In-text question: The circular space at the centre of a Greek theatre where the chorus performed 

was called the __________. 

  

Figure 4.1 Layout of a Greek theatre 

 

4.1.2 Roman adaptations and innovations 

The Romans inherited much from Greek theatre but introduced significant innovations. Unlike 

Greek theatres built into hillsides, Roman theatres were often freestanding structures, 

supported by arches and vaults. The scaenae frons, a highly decorated stage front, replaced the 

simpler Greek skene, adding grandeur and spectacle. 

Romans also expanded the seating area, known as the cavea, and introduced awnings to protect 

audiences from the sun. Their theatres were multifunctional, hosting not only plays but also 

musical performances and public events. These adaptations reflected Roman priorities of 

engineering, spectacle, and civic display. 
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In-text question: Roman theatres differed from Greek theatres because they were often 

__________ structures supported by arches and vaults. 

  

Plate 4.1 Roman theatre with scaenae frons 

 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. Theatron refers to the seating area of a Greek theatre. 

2. The orchestra was the circular space where the chorus performed. 

3. The skene served as a backdrop and space for costume changes. 

4. Roman theatres were freestanding structures supported by arches and vaults. 

5. The scaenae frons was a decorated stage front introduced by the Romans. 

 

4.2 Types of Plays and Genres 

4.2.1 Tragedy and its conventions 
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Tragedy was one of the most significant genres of ancient theatre. It dealt with serious themes 

such as fate, justice, and the struggles of human existence. A tragedy typically featured a noble 

protagonist who faced downfall due to a tragic flaw, known as hamartia, or because of 

unavoidable destiny. Performances were structured with a prologue, episodes of dialogue, and 

choral odes that reflected on the action. 

Tragedy was not merely entertainment; it was a moral and civic lesson, encouraging audiences to 

reflect on human limitations and the role of the gods. 

In-text question: The downfall of a tragic hero was often caused by a __________ flaw or 

unavoidable destiny. 

 

4.2.2 Comedy and satirical performance 

Comedy provided contrast to tragedy by focusing on humour, satire, and everyday life. Greek 

comedies often mocked politicians, social customs, and even other playwrights. They used 

exaggerated characters, witty dialogue, and physical humour to entertain audiences. 

Satirical performance was particularly important in civic life, as it allowed communities to laugh 

at their leaders and themselves. Roman comedy later adopted these traditions, adding stock 

characters such as the clever slave and boastful soldier. 

In-text question: Greek comedies often mocked __________, social customs, and other 

playwrights. 
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Short description: Image of masks representing tragedy and comedy. 

Plate 4.2 Masks symbolising tragedy and comedy 

 

 

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. Tragedy dealt with serious themes such as fate and justice. 

2. A tragic hero’s downfall was often caused by hamartia. 

3. Comedy focused on humour, satire, and everyday life. 

4. Greek comedies mocked politicians, customs, and playwrights. 

5. Roman comedy introduced stock characters like the clever slave. 
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4.3 Performance Conditions and Practices 

4.3.1 Actors, chorus, and role distribution 

In ancient theatre, actors played central roles, but they were few in number. In Greek tragedy, 

typically three actors performed all speaking parts, while the chorus, a group of performers, sang 

and danced in the orchestra. The chorus provided commentary, reflected public opinion, and 

reinforced the moral lessons of the play. 

Role distribution required actors to play multiple characters, often changing costumes and masks 

between scenes. This demanded skill in voice, gesture, and timing. 

In-text question: In Greek tragedy, typically __________ actors performed all speaking parts, 

supported by the chorus. 

 

4.3.2 Costumes, masks, and stage effects 

Costumes and masks were essential to ancient performance. Costumes helped distinguish social 

status or character type, while masks amplified facial expressions and voices. Masks also 

allowed actors to play multiple roles. 

Stage effects, though simple compared to modern theatre, were innovative. Devices such as the 

mechane (a crane for lifting actors, often used to depict gods descending) and the ekkyklema (a 

wheeled platform to reveal interior scenes) added dramatic impact. 

In-text question: The crane used to depict gods descending in Greek theatre was called the 

__________. 
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Figure 4.3 Performance conditions in Greek theatre 

 

 

Pilot questions 4.3 

1. In Greek tragedy, three actors performed all speaking parts. 

2. The chorus sang and danced, providing commentary and reflection. 

3. Costumes distinguished social status and character type. 

4. Masks amplified voices and allowed actors to play multiple roles. 

5. Stage effects included the mechane and ekkyklema. 
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4.4 Audience and Social Contexts 

4.4.1 Civic and religious functions of theatre 

In ancient societies, theatre was more than entertainment; it was a civic and religious institution. 

In Greece, performances were often staged during festivals such as the Dionysia, held in honour 

of the god Dionysus. These festivals combined religious rituals with dramatic competitions, 

reinforcing the sacred origins of theatre. 

Theatre also served civic purposes. Plays addressed moral, political, and social issues, 

encouraging citizens to reflect on justice, leadership, and community values. Attendance was 

considered part of civic duty, and the state often subsidised tickets to ensure broad participation. 

In-text question: Greek theatre festivals such as the Dionysia were held in honour of the god 

__________. 

 

4.4.2 Audience expectations and participation 

Audiences in ancient theatre were highly engaged. They expected performances to be both 

entertaining and instructive, blending spectacle with moral lessons. In Greek tragedy, audiences 

anticipated themes of fate and justice, while in comedy they looked forward to satire and 

humour. 

Participation was not passive. Audiences responded vocally, applauding or criticising 

performances, and their reactions influenced the reputation of playwrights. In Rome, theatre 

became even more spectacular, with audiences expecting elaborate stage effects and grand 

displays. 

In-text question: Audiences in ancient theatre were not passive; they often responded 

__________ to performances, influencing playwrights’ reputations. 
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Figure 4.4 Civic and social functions of theatre 

 

 

Pilot questions 4.4 

1. Theatre in Greece was staged during festivals such as the Dionysia. 

2. Performances combined religious rituals with dramatic competitions. 

3. Plays addressed moral, political, and social issues. 

4. Audiences expected performances to blend entertainment with moral lessons. 

5. Audience reactions influenced the reputation of playwrights. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has explored the practical realities of ancient theatre, focusing on stages, plays, 

performance conditions, and audiences. We began by examining the physical stages, looking at 

the layout of Greek theatres and the innovations introduced by the Romans. We then considered 

the types of plays and genres, highlighting the conventions of tragedy and comedy. Following 

that, we analysed performance conditions, including the role of actors, the chorus, costumes, 

masks, and stage effects. Finally, we explored audience and social contexts, showing how theatre 

functioned as both a civic and religious institution and how audiences actively participated in 

performances. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe the structure of ancient theatres, 

explain the conventions of tragedy and comedy, analyse performance conditions, and evaluate 

the civic and social functions of theatre. These abilities align directly with the Series Learning 

Outcomes and provide you with a comprehensive understanding of how plays were staged and 

experienced in ancient societies. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Actors: Performers who played speaking roles in ancient theatre, often taking on multiple 

characters. 

• Cavea: The seating area in Roman theatres, expanded and often covered with awnings. 

• Chorus: A group of performers who sang, danced, and commented on the action in 

Greek theatre. 

• Comedy: A genre of theatre focusing on humour, satire, and everyday life. 

• Hamartia: A tragic flaw in the protagonist that leads to downfall in Greek tragedy. 

• Mechane: A crane used in Greek theatre to depict gods descending onto the stage. 

• Orchestra: The circular space at the centre of Greek theatres where the chorus 

performed. 
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• Scaenae frons: The decorated stage front in Roman theatres, adding grandeur to 

performances. 

• Skene: A building behind the orchestra in Greek theatres, used as a backdrop and for 

costume changes. 

• Theatron: The seating area in Greek theatres, carved into a hillside for visibility and 

acoustics. 

• Tragedy: A genre of theatre dealing with serious themes such as fate, justice, and human 

struggle. 
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Concept-Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective questions 

1. Theatron refers to the seating area in Greek theatres. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. The orchestra was the circular space where the chorus performed. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

3. Hamartia is the tragic flaw that leads to a hero’s downfall. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

4. Comedy focused on humour, satire, and everyday life. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

5. The mechane was a crane used to depict gods descending. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define theatron and explain its function in Greek theatre. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

7. Explain the conventions of tragedy, including the role of hamartia. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

8. Describe how comedy reflected civic life in ancient societies. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

9. Identify two stage effects used in Greek theatre and explain their purpose. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

10. Explain how theatre served both civic and religious functions in ancient Greece. (Linked to 

SLO 4.4) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the role of the chorus in Greek theatre, discussing how it contributed to performance 

and audience understanding. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

12. Evaluate the civic and social functions of theatre, using examples from Greek and Roman 

contexts. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

 

Answers to Concept-Check Questions [Series 4] 

Objective questions 

1. Theatron refers to the seating area in Greek theatres. 

2. The orchestra was the circular space where the chorus performed. 

3. Hamartia is the tragic flaw that leads to a hero’s downfall. 
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4. Comedy focused on humour, satire, and everyday life. 

5. The mechane was a crane used to depict gods descending. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Theatron was the seating area carved into a hillside, providing audiences with visibility and 

acoustics. 

7. Tragedy featured a noble protagonist whose downfall was caused by hamartia or destiny, 

structured with prologue, episodes, and choral odes. 

8. Comedy reflected civic life by mocking politicians, customs, and social behaviours, using 

humour and satire. 

9. Stage effects included the mechane, which lifted actors to depict gods, and the ekkyklema, a 

wheeled platform to reveal interior scenes. 

10. Theatre served civic functions by addressing social and political issues, and religious 

functions by being staged during festivals honouring gods such as Dionysus. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: The chorus sang and danced in the orchestra, commenting on the action and 

reinforcing moral lessons. 

Value-added response: The chorus also represented collective opinion, bridged the audience and 

actors, and provided rhythm and spectacle, making performances more engaging and 

meaningful. 

12. Basic response: Theatre combined civic duty with religious ritual, addressing moral and 

political issues while honouring deities. 

Value-added response: In Greece, festivals like the Dionysia reinforced religious 

devotion and civic identity, while in Rome, theatres emphasised spectacle and civic 

grandeur, showing how drama adapted to different social contexts. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 4] 

Part 4.1 

1. Theatron refers to the seating area of a Greek theatre. 
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2. The orchestra was the circular space where the chorus performed. 

3. The skene served as a backdrop and space for costume changes. 

4. Roman theatres were freestanding structures supported by arches and vaults. 

5. The scaenae frons was a decorated stage front introduced by the Romans. 

Part 4.2 

1. Tragedy dealt with serious themes such as fate and justice. 

2. A tragic hero’s downfall was often caused by hamartia. 

3. Comedy focused on humour, satire, and everyday life. 

4. Greek comedies mocked politicians, customs, and playwrights. 

5. Roman comedy introduced stock characters like the clever slave. 

Part 4.3 

1. In Greek tragedy, three actors performed all speaking parts. 

2. The chorus sang and danced, providing commentary and reflection. 

3. Costumes distinguished social status and character type. 

4. Masks amplified voices and allowed actors to play multiple roles. 

5. Stage effects included the mechane and ekkyklema. 

Part 4.4 

1. Theatre in Greece was staged during festivals such as the Dionysia. 

2. Performances combined religious rituals with dramatic competitions. 

3. Plays addressed moral, political, and social issues. 

4. Audiences expected performances to blend entertainment with moral lessons. 

5. Audience reactions influenced the reputation of playwrights. 
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References and Attributions [Series 4] 

All references and attributions below are compiled in line with the instructional content, 

illustration placeholders, and suggested OER sources for Series 4: Stages, Plays, and 

Performance Conditions. The referencing style used here follows APA (7th edition). 

Textual references 

• Brockett, O. G., & Hildy, F. J. (2014). History of the theatre (10th ed.). Pearson. 

• Carlson, M. (2011). Theories of the theatre: A historical and critical survey from the 

Greeks to the present. Cornell University Press. 

• Schechner, R. (2013). Performance studies: An introduction (3rd ed.). Routledge. 

• Taplin, O. (2003). Greek tragedy in action. Routledge. 

• Beacham, R. C. (1991). The Roman theatre and its audience. Routledge. 

Illustration placeholders and attributions 

• Figure 4.1 Layout of a Greek theatre 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram Greek theatre layout” (search string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple labelled diagram of a Greek theatre showing 

theatron, orchestra, and skene.” 

• Plate 4.1 Roman theatre with scaenae frons 

o Suggested OER source: “OER Roman theatre scaenae frons cavea illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of a Roman theatre showing the scaenae 

frons and cavea.” 

• Plate 4.2 Masks symbolising tragedy and comedy 

o Suggested OER source: “OER theatre masks tragedy comedy illustration” (search 

string). 
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o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of two theatre masks, one tragic and one 

comic, representing ancient genres.” 

• Figure 4.3 Performance conditions in Greek theatre 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram Greek theatre actors chorus stage effects” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing actors, chorus, costumes, masks, 

and stage effects like mechane and ekkyklema.” 

• Figure 4.4 Civic and social functions of theatre 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram ancient theatre civic religious audience” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing theatre connected to civic duty, 

religious ritual, and audience participation.” 
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Series 5: Medieval Theatre and Social Conventions 

• Part 5.1: Origins of Medieval Theatre 

o Sub-Part 5.1.1: Liturgical drama in the church 

o Sub-Part 5.1.2: Transition to vernacular performances 

• Part 5.2: Types of Medieval Plays 

o Sub-Part 5.2.1: Mystery plays and biblical cycles 

o Sub-Part 5.2.2: Morality plays and allegory 

• Part 5.3: Performance Conditions and Conventions 

o Sub-Part 5.3.1: Staging in churches, streets, and pageant wagons 

o Sub-Part 5.3.2: Role of guilds and community participation 

• Part 5.4: Social Functions of Medieval Theatre 

o Sub-Part 5.4.1: Religious instruction and moral teaching 

o Sub-Part 5.4.2: Entertainment, civic identity, and social order 

 

Series Introduction 

During the medieval period, theatre evolved from its sacred beginnings in the church to become 

a vibrant part of community life. Performances reflected both religious devotion and social 

conventions, blending biblical narratives with moral lessons and civic identity. Understanding 

medieval theatre helps us see how drama adapted to changing cultural contexts and laid the 

foundation for later developments in European theatre. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the origins, types, performance conditions, and 

social functions of medieval theatre, showing how it combined religious instruction with 

entertainment and civic participation. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the origins of medieval theatre, beginning with 

liturgical drama and its transition to vernacular performances. Next, we will examine the types of 
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medieval plays, focusing on mystery cycles and morality plays. Following that, we will analyse 

performance conditions and conventions, including staging methods and the role of guilds. 

Finally, we will conclude by considering the social functions of medieval theatre, highlighting its 

role in religious instruction, entertainment, and civic identity. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 describe the origins of medieval theatre, including liturgical drama and 

vernacular performances, 

• SLO 5.2 explain the conventions of mystery plays and biblical cycles, 

• SLO 5.3 explain the conventions of morality plays and allegory, 

• SLO 5.4 analyse performance conditions, including staging methods and the role of 

guilds, 

• SLO 5.5 evaluate the social functions of medieval theatre in religious, civic, and 

entertainment contexts. 

 

5.1 Origins of Medieval Theatre 

5.1.1 Liturgical drama in the church 

Medieval theatre began within the church as liturgical drama, which refers to short plays or 

enactments performed as part of religious services. These dramas were written in Latin and often 

depicted biblical stories such as the resurrection or the nativity. They were performed by clergy 

and choir members, using simple gestures and chants to bring scripture to life. 

Liturgical drama served as a teaching tool, helping congregations understand complex religious 

ideas through performance. Over time, these plays grew in length and complexity, moving 

beyond the church walls. 
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In-text question: Liturgical drama was originally performed in __________ and depicted biblical 

stories such as the resurrection. 

 

5.1.2 Transition to vernacular performances 

As drama expanded, performances began to move outside the church and into public spaces. 

Plays were translated into the vernacular, meaning the everyday language of the people, making 

them more accessible. This transition allowed wider audiences to engage with religious stories 

and moral lessons. 

Performances became more elaborate, incorporating costumes, music, and dialogue. 

Communities began to take ownership of these plays, paving the way for large-scale productions 

such as mystery cycles. 

In-text question: When plays were translated into the __________ language of the people, they 

became more accessible to wider audiences. 

Short description: Image of medieval actors performing a biblical scene outside a church. 

Plate 5.1 Transition from liturgical drama to vernacular performance 

 



 

 THA 104 LA-NET | ONLINE LEARNING VIDEO PLATFORM FOR POST-SECONDARY & HIGHER INSTITUTION 
STUDENTS 

 

Pilot questions 5.1 

1. Liturgical drama originated in the church as part of religious services. 

2. These plays were written in Latin and depicted biblical stories. 

3. Clergy and choir members performed liturgical dramas. 

4. Plays were later translated into vernacular languages. 

5. Moving outside the church made performances more accessible to wider audiences. 

 

5.2 Types of Medieval Plays 

5.2.1 Mystery plays and biblical cycles 

Mystery plays were large-scale productions based on biblical stories, often performed in cycles 

covering creation to the Last Judgement. They were staged by guilds, with each guild responsible 

for a particular play. These performances were held on pageant wagons or in public squares, 

making them accessible to entire communities. 

Mystery plays reinforced religious teachings while also showcasing civic pride, as guilds 

competed to produce the most impressive performances. 

In-text question: Mystery plays were often staged by __________, with each group responsible 

for a particular biblical story. 

 

5.2.2 Morality plays and allegory 

Morality plays focused on teaching moral lessons through allegory. Characters represented 

abstract qualities such as Virtue, Vice, or Death, and the central figure was usually “Everyman,” 

symbolising humanity. These plays taught audiences about salvation, sin, and the choices 

individuals must make in life. 
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Allegory made complex theological ideas easier to understand, turning moral instruction into 

engaging drama. 

In-text question: In morality plays, the central figure “Everyman” symbolised __________. 

Short description: Diagram showing the difference between mystery plays (biblical stories) and 

morality plays (allegory). 

Figure 5.2 Types of medieval plays 

 

 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. Mystery plays were based on biblical stories and performed in cycles. 

2. Guilds staged mystery plays, each responsible for a different story. 

3. Morality plays focused on teaching moral lessons through allegory. 

4. Characters in morality plays represented abstract qualities like Virtue or Vice. 

5. “Everyman” symbolised humanity in morality plays. 
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5.3 Performance Conditions and Conventions 

5.3.1 Staging in churches, streets, and pageant wagons 

Medieval plays were performed in a variety of settings. Early performances took place inside 

churches, where simple liturgical dramas were staged. As plays grew more elaborate, they 

moved into streets and public squares, allowing larger audiences to participate. 

One of the most distinctive features of medieval staging was the use of pageant wagons. These 

were mobile platforms that could be wheeled into different locations, each decorated to represent 

a specific biblical scene. Pageant wagons made it possible to perform entire mystery cycles 

across a town, with audiences moving from one wagon to another. 

In-text question: Mobile platforms used to stage biblical scenes in medieval towns were called 

__________ wagons. 

 

5.3.2 Role of guilds and community participation 

Guilds, which were associations of craftsmen and tradesmen, played a central role in medieval 

theatre. Each guild was responsible for staging a particular play in the cycle, often linked to its 

trade. For example, the shipwrights might stage Noah’s Ark, while bakers could present the Last 

Supper. 

This involvement gave theatre a strong sense of community participation. Plays were not only 

religious instruction but also civic events, showcasing the pride and skill of local guilds. 

Audiences recognised their neighbours on stage, reinforcing social bonds. 

In-text question: In medieval theatre, guilds staged plays that often reflected their __________ or 

trade. 
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Short description: Diagram showing pageant wagons and guild participation in medieval theatre. 

Figure 5.3 Staging and guild roles in medieval theatre 

 

 

Pilot questions 5.3 

1. Early medieval plays were staged in churches. 

2. Later performances moved into streets and public squares. 

3. Pageant wagons were mobile platforms used for staging biblical scenes. 

4. Guilds were responsible for staging specific plays in the cycle. 

5. Community participation gave medieval theatre civic and social significance. 

 

5.4 Social Functions of Medieval Theatre 

5.4.1 Religious instruction and moral teaching 
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Medieval theatre was deeply tied to religion. Mystery plays taught biblical stories, while 

morality plays conveyed lessons about sin, virtue, and salvation. These performances acted as 

religious instruction, making complex theological ideas accessible to ordinary people. 

The moral teaching reinforced the values of the church, reminding audiences of the 

consequences of sin and the rewards of virtuous living. Theatre was therefore a powerful tool for 

shaping belief and behaviour. 

In-text question: Mystery plays and morality plays served as forms of __________ instruction 

for medieval audiences. 

 

5.4.2 Entertainment, civic identity, and social order 

Beyond religion, medieval theatre also provided entertainment. Audiences enjoyed humour, 

spectacle, and the chance to see familiar faces on stage. The involvement of guilds reinforced 

civic identity, as towns took pride in their productions. 

Theatre also reflected and reinforced social order. By presenting moral lessons and biblical 

authority, plays reminded audiences of their place in the community and the importance of 

obedience to both civic and religious leaders. 

In-text question: Medieval theatre reinforced civic identity and __________ order alongside 

providing entertainment. 
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Short description: Image of a medieval mystery play performed in a town square with guild 

participation. 

Plate 5.4 Social functions of medieval theatre 

 

 

Pilot questions 5.4 

1. Medieval theatre provided religious instruction through mystery and morality plays. 

2. Plays taught audiences about sin, virtue, and salvation. 

3. Theatre also served as entertainment for communities. 

4. Guild involvement reinforced civic identity. 

5. Plays reflected and reinforced social order. 
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Series Summary 

This Series has examined how medieval theatre emerged from its sacred beginnings in the 

church and evolved into a vibrant community activity. We began by exploring its origins in 

liturgical drama, performed in Latin during religious services, and traced the transition to 

vernacular performances that reached wider audiences. We then considered the types of 

medieval plays, focusing on mystery cycles that retold biblical stories and morality plays that 

used allegory to teach moral lessons. Following that, we analysed performance conditions, 

including staging in churches, streets, and pageant wagons, as well as the central role of guilds in 

organising productions. Finally, we explored the social functions of medieval theatre, showing 

how it combined religious instruction with entertainment, reinforced civic identity, and upheld 

social order. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe the origins of medieval theatre, 

explain the conventions of mystery and morality plays, analyse performance conditions and 

staging methods, and evaluate the social functions of theatre in medieval society. These abilities 

align directly with the Series Learning Outcomes and provide a clear understanding of how 

drama reflected and shaped medieval life. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Allegory: A storytelling technique in which characters or events symbolise abstract ideas 

such as Virtue, Vice, or Death. 

• Everyman: The central figure in morality plays, representing humanity and its moral 

choices. 

• Guilds: Associations of craftsmen and tradesmen responsible for staging plays, often 

linked to their specific trades. 

• Liturgical drama: Short religious plays performed in Latin as part of church services, 

depicting biblical stories. 

• Morality plays: Medieval plays that taught moral lessons through allegorical characters 

and narratives. 
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• Mystery plays: Large-scale productions based on biblical stories, often performed in 

cycles covering creation to the Last Judgement. 

• Pageant wagons: Mobile platforms used to stage plays in medieval towns, decorated to 

represent specific biblical scenes. 

• Vernacular: The everyday language of the people, used in plays to make them accessible 

beyond the clergy. 
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Concept-Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective questions 

1. Liturgical drama was originally performed in Latin during church services. (Linked to 

SLO 5.1) 

2. Plays became more accessible when translated into the vernacular. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

3. Mystery plays retold biblical stories in cycles. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

4. Morality plays used allegory to teach moral lessons. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

5. Pageant wagons were mobile platforms used for staging plays. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Define liturgical drama and explain its purpose in medieval society. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

7. Explain how mystery plays reinforced both religious teaching and civic pride. (Linked to SLO 

5.2) 

8. Describe the role of “Everyman” in morality plays. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

9. Identify two ways guilds contributed to medieval theatre. (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

10. Explain how medieval theatre reinforced both religious instruction and social order. (Linked 

to SLO 5.5) 

Long-answer questions 

11. Analyse the transition from liturgical drama to vernacular performances, discussing its 

impact on accessibility and community involvement. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

12. Evaluate the social functions of medieval theatre, considering its role in religious instruction, 

entertainment, and civic identity. (Linked to SLO 5.5) 

 

Answers to Concept-Check Questions [Series 5] 

Objective questions 

1. Liturgical drama was originally performed in Latin during church services. 

2. Plays became more accessible when translated into the vernacular. 
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3. Mystery plays retold biblical stories in cycles. 

4. Morality plays used allegory to teach moral lessons. 

5. Pageant wagons were mobile platforms used for staging plays. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Liturgical drama was a form of religious play performed in Latin within churches, designed to 

teach biblical stories and reinforce faith. 

7. Mystery plays reinforced religious teaching by dramatising scripture, while guild involvement 

showcased civic pride through elaborate productions. 

8. “Everyman” symbolised humanity, representing the moral choices individuals must make 

regarding sin and salvation. 

9. Guilds contributed by staging specific plays linked to their trades and by providing resources, 

organisation, and community participation. 

10. Medieval theatre reinforced religious instruction by teaching biblical and moral lessons, 

while also reminding audiences of their place in civic and social order. 

Long-answer questions 

11. Basic response: The transition from liturgical drama to vernacular performances made plays 

accessible to wider audiences. 

Value-added response: This shift allowed communities to engage directly with religious stories, 

encouraged participation beyond clergy, and laid the foundation for large-scale productions such 

as mystery cycles. 

12. Basic response: Medieval theatre combined religious instruction with entertainment. 

Value-added response: It taught moral lessons, reinforced civic identity through guild 

involvement, and upheld social order by reflecting the authority of both church and 

community leaders. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions [Series 5] 

Part 5.1 

1. Liturgical drama originated in the church as part of religious services. 
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2. These plays were written in Latin and depicted biblical stories. 

3. Clergy and choir members performed liturgical dramas. 

4. Plays were later translated into vernacular languages. 

5. Moving outside the church made performances more accessible to wider audiences. 

Part 5.2 

1. Mystery plays were based on biblical stories and performed in cycles. 

2. Guilds staged mystery plays, each responsible for a different story. 

3. Morality plays focused on teaching moral lessons through allegory. 

4. Characters in morality plays represented abstract qualities like Virtue or Vice. 

5. “Everyman” symbolised humanity in morality plays. 

Part 5.3 

1. Early medieval plays were staged in churches. 

2. Later performances moved into streets and public squares. 

3. Pageant wagons were mobile platforms used for staging biblical scenes. 

4. Guilds were responsible for staging specific plays in the cycle. 

5. Community participation gave medieval theatre civic and social significance. 

Part 5.4 

1. Medieval theatre provided religious instruction through mystery and morality plays. 

2. Plays taught audiences about sin, virtue, and salvation. 

3. Theatre also served as entertainment for communities. 

4. Guild involvement reinforced civic identity. 

5. Plays reflected and reinforced social order. 
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References and Attributions [Series 5] 

All references and attributions below are compiled in line with the instructional content, 

illustration placeholders, and suggested OER sources for Series 5: Medieval Theatre and 

Social Conventions. The referencing style follows APA (7th edition). 
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Illustration placeholders and attributions 

• Plate 5.1 Transition from liturgical drama to vernacular performance 

o Suggested OER source: “OER medieval theatre liturgical vernacular performance 

illustration” (search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of medieval actors performing a biblical 

play outside a church in vernacular language.” 

• Figure 5.2 Types of medieval plays 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram medieval mystery morality plays” (search 

string). 

o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram comparing mystery plays based on 

biblical cycles with morality plays based on allegory.” 

• Figure 5.3 Staging and guild roles in medieval theatre 

o Suggested OER source: “OER diagram medieval theatre pageant wagons guilds” 

(search string). 
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o AI prompt: “Generate a simple diagram showing pageant wagons and guilds 

staging plays in medieval towns.” 

• Plate 5.4 Social functions of medieval theatre 

o Suggested OER source: “OER medieval mystery play town square illustration” 

(search string). 

o AI prompt: “Create an artistic depiction of a medieval mystery play in a town 

square with guilds and community participation.” 

 

 


