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Course code: THA 402 

Course title: Theories of the Modern Theatre  

Course credit load: 2 Units 

List of Series: 

• Series 1: Foundations of Theatre Theory 

• Series 2: From Aristotle to Patrice Pavis 

• Series 3: Modern Theatre as Text and Practice 

• Series 4: Theatre as Entertainment, Education, and Therapy 

• Series 5: Africa and the Diaspora in Modern Theatre 

 

1 Foundations of Theatre Theory 

Series Outline 

• 1.1 Concept of Theatre Theory 

o 1.1.1 Definition of Theatre Theory 

o 1.1.2 Importance of Theatre Theory in Practice 

o 1.1.3 Distinction between Theory and Practice 

• 1.2 Historical Orientation of Theatre Theory 

o 1.2.1 Early Roots of Theatre Theory 

o 1.2.2 Evolution of Theatre Theory Across Ages 

o 1.2.3 Influence of Cultural Contexts on Theatre Theory 

• 1.3 Practical Orientation and Application of Theatre Theory 

o 1.3.1 Theatre Theory in Experiential Learning (e.g., SIWES) 

o 1.3.2 Application of Theory to Performance 
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o 1.3.3 Case Studies of Theory in Practice 

• 1.4 Critics and Theorists in Theatre Practice 

o 1.4.1 Role of Critics in Theatre Development 

o 1.4.2 Contributions of Key Theorists Across Ages 

o 1.4.3 Modern Perspectives on Theatre Criticism 

 

Introduction 

Theatre is not only about performance, it is also about the ideas that shape how performances are 

created, interpreted, and experienced. These ideas, known as theatre theories, provide 

frameworks that help us to analyse plays, understand audiences, and appreciate the role of theatre 

in society. 

The aim of this Series is to introduce you to the foundations of theatre theory, enabling you to 

define, explain, and apply theoretical perspectives to both texts and performances. 

We shall commence this Series by exploring the concept of theatre theory, its definition, and its 

importance in practice. Next, we will examine the historical orientation of theatre theory, tracing 

its roots and evolution across ages. Following that, we will consider the practical orientation and 

application of theory, linking it to experiential learning such as SIWES. Finally, we will 

conclude by discussing critics and theorists who have shaped theatre practice and continue to 

influence modern perspectives. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 1.1 define theatre theory and explain its importance in practice, 

• SLO 1.2 analyse the historical development of theatre theory across ages, 
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• SLO 1.3 demonstrate how theatre theory can be applied in practical contexts such as 

SIWES, 

• SLO 1.4 evaluate the contributions of critics and theorists to theatre practice. 

 

1.1 Concept of Theatre Theory 

1.1.1 Definition of Theatre Theory 

The term theatre theory refers to the body of ideas, principles, and frameworks that explain how 

theatre functions as an art form and social practice. A theory provides a structured way of 

thinking about performance, helping us to interpret plays, understand audiences, and evaluate the 

role of theatre in society. Theatre theory is not limited to abstract ideas, it is closely tied to 

practice and guides how performances are created and experienced. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre theory provides a structured way of thinking about __________. 

 

1.1.2 Importance of Theatre Theory in Practice 

Theatre theory is important because it offers tools for analysing dramatic texts and performances. 

It helps practitioners to design productions with clear artistic intentions, and it enables audiences 

to engage critically with what they see on stage. For students, theory provides a foundation for 

linking classroom learning with real-world experiences such as SIWES. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre theory helps practitioners to design productions with clear __________ 

intentions. 

 

1.1.3 Distinction between Theory and Practice 

While theory refers to the ideas and frameworks that explain theatre, practice refers to the 

actual process of staging performances. Theory and practice are interconnected: theory informs 

practice, and practice tests and refines theory. For example, Aristotle’s theory of tragedy shaped 
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how plays were written and performed, while modern performances continue to challenge and 

expand theoretical perspectives. 

Fill in the blank: Theory informs practice, and practice __________ and refines theory. 

 

Diagram showing the relationship between theory, practice, and performance 

Figure 1.1 Relationship between theory and practice in theatre 

 

Pilot questions 1.1 

1. Theatre theory refers to the body of __________ that explain how theatre functions. 

2. What is one reason theatre theory is important for practitioners? 

3. Fill in the blank: Theatre theory helps practitioners to design productions with clear 

__________ intentions. 

4. Distinguish between theory and practice in theatre. 

5. Give one example of a theorist whose ideas shaped theatre practice. 
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1.2 Historical Orientation of Theatre Theory 

1.2.1 Early roots of theatre theory 

The earliest forms of theatre theory can be traced to classical civilisations such as Greece, 

where thinkers like Aristotle provided systematic explanations of drama. His Poetics outlined the 

structure of tragedy, introducing concepts such as plot, character, and catharsis. These ideas 

became foundational for later theorists and practitioners. 

Fill in the blank: Aristotle’s Poetics introduced the concept of __________ as a key element of 

tragedy. 

 

1.2.2 Evolution of theatre theory across ages 

Over the centuries, theatre theory evolved to reflect cultural, social, and political changes. 

Medieval theatre was influenced by religious doctrine, while Renaissance theatre emphasised 

humanism and artistic creativity. In the modern era, theorists such as Brecht and Stanislavski 

introduced approaches that challenged traditional forms, focusing on audience engagement and 

actor training. 

Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre theory was strongly influenced by __________. 

 

1.2.3 Influence of cultural contexts on theatre theory 

Theories of theatre are never static, they are shaped by the cultural contexts in which they 

emerge. For example, African oral traditions and performance practices have contributed unique 

perspectives to global theatre theory. This demonstrates that theatre theory is both universal and 

culturally specific. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre theories are shaped by the __________ contexts in which they emerge. 
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Era 
Primary 

Focus/Theory 
Key Concepts 

Classical Mimesis (Imitation) 

Defined by Aristotle’s Poetics. Theory focused on the 

structure of tragedy/comedy, the "unities" of action, and 

the moral function of theatre as a civic tool. 

Medieval Didactic/Religious 

Theatre served as a tool for liturgy and teaching. Theory 

centered on morality plays, allegory, and presenting 

biblical narratives to a largely illiterate population. 

Renaissance 
Humanism & 

Neoclassicism 

A "rebirth" of classical rules combined with humanist 

philosophy. Theory emphasized perspective, the "three 

unities," and exploring human nature and individual 

character. 

Modern 
Realism to 

Experimentation 

Shifted from "mirroring life" (Realism/Naturalism) to 

challenging conventions (Absurdism, Brecht’s 

Verfremdungseffekt, performance theory, and 

semiotics). 

 

Timeline diagram showing major stages in the evolution of theatre theory (Classical, Medieval, 

Renaissance, Modern) 

Figure 1.2 Evolution of theatre theory across ages 
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Pilot questions 1.2 

1. Who wrote Poetics, a foundational text in theatre theory? 

2. Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre theory was strongly influenced by __________. 

3. What cultural factor shaped medieval theatre theory? 

4. Give one example of a modern theatre theorist and their contribution. 

5. Fill in the blank: Theatre theories are shaped by the __________ contexts in which they 

emerge. 

 

1.3 Practical Orientation and Application of Theatre Theory 

1.3.1 Theatre theory in experiential learning (e.g., SIWES) 

The application of theatre theory is not limited to academic study, it extends to practical 

experiences such as SIWES. Students use theoretical frameworks to analyse performances, 

design productions, and reflect on their learning. This helps to bridge the gap between classroom 

knowledge and real-world practice. 

Fill in the blank: SIWES provides students with opportunities to apply __________ frameworks 

in practice. 

 

1.3.2 Application of theory to performance 

Theatre theory guides directors, actors, and designers in making artistic choices. For instance, 

Stanislavski’s system helps actors to develop believable characters, while Brecht’s epic theatre 

encourages audiences to think critically rather than simply empathise. These applications show 

how theory directly influences performance outcomes. 

Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system helps actors to develop __________ characters. 
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1.3.3 Case studies of theory in practice 

Case studies provide concrete examples of how theory shapes performance. For example, a 

production of Oedipus Rex demonstrates Aristotle’s principles of tragedy, while a Brechtian 

staging of Mother Courage illustrates epic theatre techniques. Such examples highlight the 

dynamic relationship between theory and practice. 

Fill in the blank: A Brechtian staging of Mother Courage illustrates __________ theatre 

techniques. 

Image of students rehearsing a play during SIWES, guided by theoretical frameworks 

Plate 1.2 Application of theatre theory in student practice 

 

 

Pilot questions 1.3 

1. Fill in the blank: SIWES provides students with opportunities to apply __________ 

frameworks in practice. 

2. What system did Stanislavski develop for actors? 

3. Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system helps actors to develop __________ characters. 
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4. Give one example of a Brechtian technique used in performance. 

5. Fill in the blank: A Brechtian staging of Mother Courage illustrates __________ theatre 

techniques. 

 

1.4 Critics and Theorists in Theatre Practice 

1.4.1 Role of critics in theatre development 

Critics are individuals who evaluate and interpret theatre performances, offering insights that 

shape public opinion and guide practitioners. A critic’s role is not only to judge but also to 

contextualise performances within broader artistic and cultural frameworks. Their reviews can 

influence the success of productions and encourage innovation in theatre practice. 

Fill in the blank: Critics evaluate and interpret theatre __________, offering insights that shape 

public opinion. 

 

1.4.2 Contributions of key theorists across ages 

Theorists are scholars or practitioners who develop frameworks for understanding theatre. 

Aristotle, for example, provided the earliest systematic theory of drama, while Stanislavski 

introduced methods for actor training. Brecht, on the other hand, challenged traditional theatre by 

promoting epic theatre, which encouraged audiences to think critically rather than passively 

consume performances. Each theorist contributed unique perspectives that continue to influence 

theatre today. 

Fill in the blank: Brecht promoted __________ theatre, which encouraged audiences to think 

critically. 

 

1.4.3 Modern perspectives on theatre criticism 

Modern theatre criticism has expanded beyond traditional reviews to include academic analysis, 

cultural commentary, and even digital platforms. Critics today engage with diverse forms of 
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theatre, from experimental performances to community-based productions. This broad 

perspective ensures that theatre remains relevant and responsive to contemporary issues. 

Fill in the blank: Modern theatre criticism has expanded to include academic analysis and 

__________ commentary. 

 

Image of a theatre critic writing notes during a live performance 

Plate 1.3 The role of critics in shaping theatre practice 

 

 

Pilot questions 1.4 

1. Fill in the blank: Critics evaluate and interpret theatre __________, offering insights that 

shape public opinion. 

2. Name one key theorist and describe their contribution to theatre practice. 

3. Fill in the blank: Brecht promoted __________ theatre, which encouraged audiences to 

think critically. 
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4. What is one modern development in theatre criticism? 

5. Fill in the blank: Modern theatre criticism has expanded to include academic analysis and 

__________ commentary. 

 

Series Summary 

The purpose of this Series was to introduce you to the foundations of theatre theory, highlighting 

its relevance to both academic study and practical application. Theatre theory provides the 

frameworks through which performances are analysed, interpreted, and understood, making it 

essential for students, practitioners, and audiences alike. 

We began by defining theatre theory and explaining its importance in practice. Then we traced 

its historical orientation, from Aristotle’s classical roots through medieval, renaissance, and 

modern developments shaped by cultural contexts. Following that, we examined how theory is 

applied in experiential learning and performance, with case studies showing its influence on 

staging and actor training. Finally, we explored the role of critics and theorists, noting their 

contributions across ages and the modern expansion of theatre criticism. By completing this 

Series, you should now be able to define theatre theory, analyse its historical development, 

demonstrate its practical applications, and evaluate the contributions of critics and theorists, as 

outlined in the Series Learning Outcomes. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Critics: Individuals who evaluate and interpret theatre performances, shaping public 

opinion and guiding practitioners. 

• Cultural context: The social, political, and artistic environment that influences the 

development of theatre theory. 

• Epic theatre: A style of theatre promoted by Bertolt Brecht, designed to encourage 

audiences to think critically rather than passively empathise. 
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• Practice: The actual process of staging performances, including rehearsals, acting, 

directing, and design. 

• SIWES: Student Industrial Work Experience Scheme, a programme that allows students 

to apply theoretical knowledge in practical settings. 

• Stanislavski’s system: A method of actor training that focuses on developing believable 

characters through psychological realism. 

• Theory: A body of ideas, principles, and frameworks that explain how theatre functions 

as an art form and social practice. 

• Tragedy: A dramatic form defined by Aristotle, characterised by serious themes, 

complex plots, and the evocation of catharsis in audiences. 

 

Concept Check Questions 1 

Objective questions 

1. Fill in the blank: Theatre theory provides a structured way of thinking about __________. 

(Linked to SLO 1.1) 

2. Who wrote Poetics, a foundational text in theatre theory? (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

3. Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system helps actors to develop __________ characters. 

(Linked to SLO 1.3) 

4. Fill in the blank: Brecht promoted __________ theatre, which encouraged audiences to 

think critically. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

Short-answer questions 

5. Define theatre theory and explain its relevance to practice. (Linked to SLO 1.1) 

6. Identify one cultural factor that shaped medieval theatre theory. (Linked to SLO 1.2) 

7. Describe one way SIWES helps students apply theatre theory in practice. (Linked to SLO 1.3) 

8. Explain one modern development in theatre criticism. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 
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Long-answer questions 

9. Analyse the historical development of theatre theory from Aristotle to modern times. (Linked 

to SLO 1.2) 

• Basic response: Trace the progression from classical roots through medieval, 

renaissance, and modern developments. 

• Value-added response: Provide examples of how cultural contexts shaped these changes 

and connect them to contemporary theatre practices. 

10. Evaluate the contributions of critics and theorists to theatre practice. (Linked to SLO 1.4) 

• Basic response: Mention Aristotle, Stanislavski, and Brecht, and explain their key 

contributions. 

• Value-added response: Compare their approaches, highlight differences, and discuss 

how modern critics expand these perspectives in today’s theatre. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.1 

1. Ideas, principles, and frameworks. 

2. It helps practitioners design productions with clear artistic intentions. 

3. Artistic. 

4. Theory refers to ideas and frameworks, practice refers to staging performances. 

5. Aristotle. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.2 

1. Aristotle. 

2. Humanism. 

3. Religious doctrine. 
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4. Brecht or Stanislavski. 

5. Cultural. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.3 

1. Theoretical. 

2. Stanislavski’s system. 

3. Believable. 

4. Use of alienation effect. 

5. Epic. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 1.4 

1. Performances. 

2. Aristotle: systematic theory of drama; Stanislavski: actor training; Brecht: epic theatre. 

3. Epic. 

4. Digital platforms and academic analysis. 

5. Cultural. 

 

References and Attributions 1 

• Aristotle. (trans. 1996). Poetics. Penguin Classics. 

• Brecht, B. (1964). Brecht on Theatre: The Development of an Aesthetic. Hill and Wang. 
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Illustrations 

• Figure 1.1 Relationship between theory and practice in theatre 
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o AI-generated using prompt: “Create a simple diagram showing theory, practice, 

and performance connected by arrows in a triangular relationship.” 

o Suggested OER search string: “theatre theory practice diagram OER” 

• Figure 1.2 Evolution of theatre theory across ages 

o AI-generated using prompt: “Create a timeline diagram showing classical, 

medieval, renaissance, and modern theatre theory stages.” 

o Suggested OER search string: “timeline of theatre theory OER” 

• Plate 1.2 Application of theatre theory in student practice 

o AI-generated using prompt: “Photograph of students rehearsing a play with 

director guidance, showing theory applied in practice.” 

o Suggested OER search string: “student theatre rehearsal OER image” 

• Plate 1.3 The role of critics in shaping theatre practice 

o AI-generated using prompt: “Photograph of a theatre critic taking notes during a 

stage performance.” 

o Suggested OER search string: “theatre critic reviewing performance OER image” 
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2 From Aristotle to Patrice Pavis 

Series Outline 

• 2.1 Aristotle and Classical Foundations of Theatre Theory 

o 2.1.1 Aristotle’s Poetics 

o 2.1.2 Key concepts: plot, character, catharsis 

o 2.1.3 Influence on classical and later drama 

• 2.2 Medieval and Renaissance Theatre Theories 

o 2.2.1 Religious influences on medieval theatre 

o 2.2.2 Humanism and creativity in Renaissance theatre 

o 2.2.3 Transition from sacred to secular performance 

• 2.3 Modern European Theorists 

o 2.3.1 Stanislavski and actor training 

o 2.3.2 Brecht and epic theatre 

o 2.3.3 Other modern contributions (Artaud, Grotowski) 

• 2.4 Patrice Pavis and Contemporary Theatre Theory 

o 2.4.1 Semiotics and analysis of performance 

o 2.4.2 Pavis’s dictionary of theatre concepts 

o 2.4.3 Relevance of Pavis’s work to global theatre practice 

 

Introduction 

Theories of theatre have evolved over centuries, beginning with Aristotle’s classical foundations 

and continuing through medieval, renaissance, modern, and contemporary perspectives. Each 
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stage reflects the cultural and intellectual climate of its time, offering unique insights into how 

theatre should be created and understood. 

The aim of this Series is to trace the development of theatre theory from Aristotle to Patrice 

Pavis, highlighting the contributions of key figures and the relevance of their ideas to modern 

practice. 

We shall commence this Series by examining Aristotle’s Poetics and its enduring influence on 

drama. Next, we will explore medieval and renaissance theories shaped by religion and 

humanism. Following that, we will consider modern European theorists such as Stanislavski, 

Brecht, Artaud, and Grotowski, who introduced new approaches to performance. Finally, we will 

conclude with Patrice Pavis, whose contemporary theories provide analytical tools for 

understanding theatre in a global context. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 2.1 explain Aristotle’s contributions to classical theatre theory and their influence 

on drama, 

• SLO 2.2 analyse the impact of medieval and renaissance cultural contexts on theatre 

theory, 

• SLO 2.3 evaluate the contributions of modern European theorists such as Stanislavski, 

Brecht, Artaud, and Grotowski, 

• SLO 2.4 apply Patrice Pavis’s contemporary theories to the analysis of global theatre 

practice. 
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2.1 Aristotle and Classical Foundations of Theatre Theory 

2.1.1 Aristotle’s Poetics 

Aristotle’s Poetics is one of the earliest systematic works on drama. In this text, he analysed the 

structure of tragedy, identifying essential components such as plot, character, and thought. His 

work provided a foundation for understanding how drama functions and why it affects audiences. 

Fill in the blank: Aristotle’s Poetics is one of the earliest systematic works on __________. 

 

2.1.2 Key concepts: plot, character, catharsis 

Aristotle introduced several key concepts. Plot refers to the arrangement of events in a play, 

character refers to the moral and psychological qualities of the dramatis personae, and catharsis 

is the emotional release experienced by the audience. These concepts remain central to theatre 

studies today. 

Fill in the blank: Catharsis refers to the emotional __________ experienced by the audience. 

 

2.1.3 Influence on classical and later drama 

Aristotle’s theories influenced classical Greek drama and continued to shape theatre across 

centuries. Playwrights in the Renaissance and beyond often drew upon his ideas to structure their 

works. His emphasis on unity of plot and the importance of character development remains 

relevant in modern theatre. 

Fill in the blank: Aristotle emphasised the unity of __________ in drama. 
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Diagram showing Aristotle’s key concepts: plot, character, catharsis 

Figure 2.1 Aristotle’s classical foundations of theatre theory 

 

 

Pilot questions 2.1 

1. Fill in the blank: Aristotle’s Poetics is one of the earliest systematic works on 

__________. 
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2. What does catharsis mean in theatre theory? 

3. Fill in the blank: Catharsis refers to the emotional __________ experienced by the 

audience. 

4. Which three key concepts did Aristotle identify in drama? 

5. Fill in the blank: Aristotle emphasised the unity of __________ in drama. 

 

2.2 Medieval and Renaissance Theatre Theories 

2.2.1 Religious influences on medieval theatre 

Medieval theatre was strongly influenced by religion. Performances often took place in churches 

or public squares and depicted biblical stories. These plays served both to educate audiences 

about scripture and to reinforce moral teachings. 

Fill in the blank: Medieval theatre performances often depicted __________ stories. 

 

2.2.2 Humanism and creativity in Renaissance theatre 

The Renaissance marked a shift towards humanism, which emphasised human creativity and 

individuality. Theatre during this period celebrated artistic expression, with playwrights such as 

Shakespeare exploring complex characters and themes. Renaissance theatre theory encouraged 

innovation and secular storytelling. 

Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre theory emphasised __________ and individuality. 

 

2.2.3 Transition from sacred to secular performance 

The transition from medieval to renaissance theatre involved a move from sacred to secular 

themes. While medieval plays focused on religious instruction, renaissance plays explored 

politics, love, and human nature. This shift reflected broader cultural changes in Europe and laid 

the groundwork for modern theatre. 
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Fill in the blank: Renaissance plays explored politics, love, and __________ nature. 

 

Image of a medieval mystery play being performed in a town square 

Plate 2.1 Medieval theatre influenced by religion 

 

Pilot questions 2.2 

1. Fill in the blank: Medieval theatre performances often depicted __________ stories. 

2. What cultural movement influenced Renaissance theatre theory? 

3. Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre theory emphasised __________ and individuality. 

4. Describe one difference between medieval and renaissance theatre. 
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5. Fill in the blank: Renaissance plays explored politics, love, and __________ nature. 

 

2.3 Modern European Theorists 

2.3.1 Stanislavski and actor training 

Stanislavski’s system is a method of actor training that emphasises psychological realism. It 

encourages actors to draw upon personal experiences and emotions to create believable 

characters. His approach transformed acting from a mechanical process into a deeply human and 

artistic practice. 

Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system emphasises __________ realism in acting. 

 

2.3.2 Brecht and epic theatre 

Epic theatre, developed by Bertolt Brecht, sought to prevent audiences from becoming 

emotionally absorbed in the story. Instead, Brecht used techniques such as the alienation effect to 

encourage critical reflection. His plays aimed to inspire social change by making audiences 

question the world around them. 

Fill in the blank: Brecht used the __________ effect to encourage critical reflection. 

 

2.3.3 Other modern contributions (Artaud, Grotowski) 

Antonin Artaud introduced the concept of the Theatre of Cruelty, which aimed to shock 

audiences out of complacency and confront them with raw emotions. Jerzy Grotowski, on the 

other hand, developed poor theatre, which stripped away elaborate sets and costumes to focus 

on the actor-audience relationship. These contributions expanded the possibilities of modern 

theatre. 

Fill in the blank: Grotowski’s poor theatre stripped away elaborate __________ and costumes. 
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Diagram showing contributions of Stanislavski, Brecht, Artaud, and Grotowski 

Figure 2.2 Modern European theatre theorists and their contributions 

 

Pilot questions 2.3 

1. Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system emphasises __________ realism in acting. 

2. What was Brecht’s main goal in developing epic theatre? 

3. Fill in the blank: Brecht used the __________ effect to encourage critical reflection. 

4. What is one feature of Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty? 

5. Fill in the blank: Grotowski’s poor theatre stripped away elaborate __________ and 

costumes. 

 

2.4 Patrice Pavis and Contemporary Theatre Theory 

2.4.1 Semiotics and analysis of performance 

Patrice Pavis is known for applying semiotics, the study of signs and symbols, to theatre. He 

argued that performances can be analysed as systems of signs, where everything on stage 
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communicates meaning. This approach allows scholars and practitioners to decode the layers of 

meaning in a production. 

Fill in the blank: Semiotics is the study of __________ and symbols. 

 

2.4.2 Pavis’s dictionary of theatre concepts 

Pavis compiled a dictionary of theatre concepts, which provides definitions and explanations 

of key terms used in theatre studies. This resource is widely used by students and scholars to 

clarify complex ideas and ensure consistency in analysis. 

Fill in the blank: Pavis compiled a __________ of theatre concepts. 

 

2.4.3 Relevance of Pavis’s work to global theatre practice 

Pavis’s theories are highly relevant to global theatre practice. His semiotic approach can be 

applied to performances across cultures, helping to bridge differences and promote cross-cultural 

understanding. By offering analytical tools, Pavis enables practitioners to engage with theatre in 

diverse contexts. 

Fill in the blank: Pavis’s semiotic approach helps to promote __________ understanding in 

theatre. 
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Image of Patrice Pavis lecturing or a symbolic representation of semiotics in theatre 

Plate 2.2 Patrice Pavis and contemporary theatre theory 

 

 

Pilot questions 2.4 

1. Fill in the blank: Semiotics is the study of __________ and symbols. 

2. What is the purpose of Pavis’s dictionary of theatre concepts? 

3. Fill in the blank: Pavis compiled a __________ of theatre concepts. 

4. How can Pavis’s semiotic approach be applied to global theatre practice? 

5. Fill in the blank: Pavis’s semiotic approach helps to promote __________ understanding 

in theatre. 
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Series Summary 

This Series traced the development of theatre theory from its classical foundations to 

contemporary perspectives. Beginning with Aristotle’s Poetics, we examined how concepts such 

as plot, character, and catharsis shaped drama and influenced later traditions. We then explored 

medieval theatre, which was guided by religious influences, and renaissance theatre, which 

emphasised humanism and creativity. Following that, we considered modern European theorists 

including Stanislavski, Brecht, Artaud, and Grotowski, each of whom introduced new methods 

and challenged traditional approaches. Finally, we studied Patrice Pavis, whose semiotic analysis 

and dictionary of theatre concepts provide valuable tools for understanding global theatre 

practice today. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to explain Aristotle’s contributions to 

classical theatre theory, analyse the impact of medieval and renaissance contexts, evaluate the 

contributions of modern European theorists, and apply Pavis’s contemporary theories to global 

theatre practice, as outlined in the Series Learning Outcomes. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Alienation effect: A technique developed by Brecht to prevent audiences from becoming 

emotionally absorbed, encouraging critical reflection instead. 

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

described by Aristotle. 

• Dictionary of theatre concepts: A resource compiled by Patrice Pavis that defines and 

explains key terms in theatre studies. 

• Epic theatre: A style of theatre developed by Brecht that aims to inspire social change 

by making audiences think critically. 

• Humanism: A cultural movement during the Renaissance that emphasised human 

creativity, individuality, and artistic expression. 
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• Poor theatre: A concept introduced by Grotowski that stripped away elaborate sets and 

costumes to focus on the actor-audience relationship. 

• Semiotics: The study of signs and symbols, applied by Pavis to analyse theatre 

performances as systems of meaning. 

• Stanislavski’s system: A method of actor training that emphasises psychological realism 

and the creation of believable characters. 

• Theatre of Cruelty: A concept introduced by Artaud, designed to shock audiences and 

confront them with raw emotions. 

• Unity of plot: Aristotle’s principle that a play should have a coherent and unified 

sequence of events. 

 

Concept Check Questions 2 

Objective questions 

1. Fill in the blank: Aristotle’s Poetics is one of the earliest systematic works on 

__________. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

2. Fill in the blank: Catharsis refers to the emotional __________ experienced by the 

audience. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

3. Fill in the blank: Renaissance theatre theory emphasised __________ and individuality. 

(Linked to SLO 2.2) 

4. Fill in the blank: Brecht used the __________ effect to encourage critical reflection. 

(Linked to SLO 2.3) 

5. Fill in the blank: Semiotics is the study of __________ and symbols. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Explain one way Aristotle’s theories influenced later drama. (Linked to SLO 2.1) 

7. Identify one cultural factor that shaped medieval theatre. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 
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8. Describe one contribution of Stanislavski to modern theatre practice. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

9. What is the purpose of Pavis’s dictionary of theatre concepts? (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

Long-answer questions 

10. Analyse the transition from medieval to renaissance theatre theory. (Linked to SLO 2.2) 

• Basic response: Describe the shift from religious influences to humanism and secular 

themes. 

• Value-added response: Provide examples of plays or playwrights that illustrate this 

transition and discuss its impact on modern theatre. 

11. Evaluate the contributions of modern European theorists such as Stanislavski, Brecht, 

Artaud, and Grotowski. (Linked to SLO 2.3) 

• Basic response: Summarise each theorist’s main contribution. 

• Value-added response: Compare their approaches, highlight differences, and explain 

how their ideas continue to influence contemporary theatre. 

12. Apply Pavis’s semiotic approach to the analysis of a performance you have studied or 

observed. (Linked to SLO 2.4) 

• Basic response: Identify signs and symbols in the performance and explain their 

meaning. 

• Value-added response: Discuss how semiotic analysis enhances cross-cultural 

understanding and provides deeper insights into theatre practice. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2.1 

1. Drama. 

2. Emotional release. 

3. Plot. 
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4. Plot, character, catharsis. 

5. Plot. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2.2 

1. Biblical. 

2. Humanism. 

3. Creativity. 

4. Medieval theatre focused on religion, renaissance theatre explored secular themes. 

5. Human. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2.3 

1. Psychological. 

2. To inspire social change. 

3. Alienation. 

4. Shock audiences with raw emotions. 

5. Sets. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 2.4 

1. Signs. 

2. To define and explain theatre terms. 

3. Dictionary. 

4. By analysing performances across cultures. 

5. Cross-cultural. 
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• Figure 2.1 Aristotle’s classical foundations of theatre theory 

o Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a diagram with three circles 

labelled plot, character, catharsis, connected to Aristotle’s Poetics.” 

o Suggested OER search string: “Aristotle Poetics theatre diagram OER” 

• Plate 2.1 Medieval theatre influenced by religion 

o Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of a medieval mystery play 

performed outdoors with actors in religious costumes.” 

o Suggested OER search string: “medieval mystery play OER image” 

• Figure 2.2 Modern European theatre theorists and their contributions 

o Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a diagram with four labelled 

sections: Stanislavski (psychological realism), Brecht (epic theatre), Artaud 

(theatre of cruelty), Grotowski (poor theatre).” 

o Suggested OER search string: “modern European theatre theorists diagram OER” 
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o Suggested OER search string: “Patrice Pavis theatre semiotics OER image” 
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3 Modern Theatre as Text and Practice 

Series Outline 

• 3.1 Theatre as Written Text 

◦ 3.1.1 The dramatic text: structure, dialogue, and stage directions 

◦ 3.1.2 Playwriting conventions and dramatic form 

◦ 3.1.3 From page to stage: interpreting the written text 

• 3.2 Theatre as Performance Practice 

◦ 3.2.1 The role of the director in modern theatre 

◦ 3.2.2 Acting methodologies and performance styles 

◦ 3.2.3 Design elements: set, costume, lighting, and sound 

• 3.3 The Relationship Between Text and Performance 

◦ 3.3.1 Faithful interpretation versus creative adaptation 

◦ 3.3.2 Devised theatre and the absence of a fixed text 

◦ 3.3.3 Postdramatic theatre and the challenge to textual authority 

• 3.4 Modern African Theatre as Text and Practice 

◦ 3.4.1 African playwrights and dramatic literature 

◦ 3.4.2 Oral traditions and performance-centred practice 

◦ 3.4.3 Integrating text and practice in contemporary African theatre 

 

Introduction 

Modern theatre operates at the intersection of two related but distinct domains: the written text 

and live performance practice. A play exists first as a literary artefact — a script with dialogue, 

stage directions, and dramatic structure. It is then transformed through the creative work of 

directors, actors, and designers into a living event witnessed by an audience. Understanding both 

dimensions is essential to any serious study of theatre theory. 

The aim of this Series is to examine modern theatre as both text and practice, exploring how 

dramatic writing is structured, how performance brings the written word to life, and how the 
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relationship between the two has been theorised and debated. Special attention will be given to 

African theatrical traditions, which offer distinctive approaches to this relationship. 

We shall commence this Series by examining theatre as written text, including dramatic form 

and the journey from page to stage. Next, we will explore theatre as performance practice, 

considering the roles of directors, actors, and designers. Following that, we will investigate the 

relationship between text and performance, including devised and postdramatic theatre. Finally, 

we will consider modern African theatre, where oral traditions and written drama intersect in 

productive ways. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 3.1 analyse the structure and conventions of the dramatic text and their role in 

theatre production, 

• SLO 3.2 evaluate the contribution of directors, actors, and designers to theatre as 

performance practice, 

• SLO 3.3 examine the theoretical debates surrounding the relationship between text and 

performance in modern theatre, 

• SLO 3.4 discuss how African playwrights and oral traditions shape the interaction of text 

and practice in contemporary African theatre. 
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3.1 Theatre as Written Text 

3.1.1 The dramatic text: structure, dialogue, and stage directions 

The dramatic text is the literary foundation of most theatre productions. It is composed of 

dialogue, which conveys character interactions and advances the plot, and stage directions, 

which guide actors and directors in realising the action on stage. Dramatic texts are typically 

divided into acts and scenes, providing structure to the unfolding narrative. 

Understanding the written text requires attention to how playwrights use language, silence, and 

physical action to create meaning. The dramatic text is not simply a blueprint but a creative work 

in its own right, rich with layers of meaning that reward careful reading. 

Fill in the blank: The dramatic text is composed of dialogue and __________. 

 

3.1.2 Playwriting conventions and dramatic form 

Dramatic form refers to the structural principles that shape a play. Aristotelian form emphasises 

a clear beginning, middle, and end, with rising action leading to a climax and resolution. Open 

form, associated with modern and experimental drama, allows for fragmented structures, 

multiple storylines, and unresolved endings. 

Conventions such as soliloquy, aside, and the chorus have evolved over centuries, reflecting 

changing theatrical practices and audience expectations. Contemporary playwrights may use or 

subvert these conventions to achieve particular effects. 

Fill in the blank: Aristotelian dramatic form emphasises a clear beginning, middle, and 

__________. 

 

3.1.3 From page to stage: interpreting the written text 

The journey from the written text to live performance involves a process of interpretation. 

Directors, designers, and actors each bring their own perspectives to the script, making choices 

about setting, tone, and emphasis. This process means that no two productions of the same play 

are identical. 

The written text provides both a constraint and an invitation. It establishes certain givens — the 

characters, their words, the sequence of events — while leaving open the manner of realisation. 
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This creative tension between fidelity to the text and freedom of interpretation is one of the 

defining features of theatrical production. 

Fill in the blank: The process of moving from the written text to live performance involves 

__________. 

 

Diagram showing the components of a dramatic text: dialogue, stage directions, acts, and scenes 

Figure 3.1 The structure of the dramatic text 

 

Pilot questions 3.1 

1. Fill in the blank: The dramatic text is composed of dialogue and __________. 

2. What is the purpose of stage directions in a dramatic text? 
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3. Fill in the blank: Aristotelian dramatic form emphasises a clear beginning, middle, and 

__________. 

4. Identify one dramatic convention used by playwrights. 

5. Fill in the blank: The process of moving from the written text to live performance 

involves __________. 

 

3.2 Theatre as Performance Practice 

3.2.1 The role of the director in modern theatre 

The role of the director as we understand it today emerged in the late nineteenth century. The 

director is responsible for interpreting the dramatic text, coordinating the creative team, and 

unifying all elements of the production into a coherent artistic vision. Directors such as 

Stanislavski, Peter Brook, and Ariane Mnouchkine have each shaped theatre practice through 

their distinctive approaches to direction. 

The director’s authority in modern theatre is sometimes contested. Some practitioners argue that 

the director should serve the playwright’s intentions, while others hold that the director’s creative 

vision may legitimately transform or even contradict the text. 

Fill in the blank: The role of the director in modern theatre emerged in the late __________ 

century. 

 

3.2.2 Acting methodologies and performance styles 

Modern theatre encompasses a range of acting methodologies. Stanislavski’s system emphasises 

psychological realism and emotional truth. Brechtian acting, by contrast, encourages performers 

to maintain critical distance from their characters. Physical theatre traditions, associated with 

practitioners such as Jacques Lecoq, prioritise the body as the primary instrument of expression. 

Performance styles vary considerably across cultures and theatrical traditions. Realistic acting, 

stylised performance, and mask work each represent distinct approaches to the relationship 

between the actor and the role. An understanding of these different methodologies enriches the 

analysis of theatrical performance. 
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Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system emphasises psychological realism and emotional 

__________. 

 

3.2.3 Design elements: set, costume, lighting, and sound 

Theatre design encompasses the visual and auditory elements that shape the world of a 

production. Set design creates the physical environment in which the action takes place. 

Costume design communicates character, status, and period. Lighting design directs attention, 

establishes mood, and marks transitions in time and place. Sound design includes music, sound 

effects, and the acoustic qualities of the performance space. 

Modern design practice has evolved significantly, with designers making increasingly bold and 

conceptual choices. The relationship between design and text — whether design serves, 

interprets, or challenges the written word — is an important area of contemporary theatre theory. 

Fill in the blank: Costume design communicates character, status, and __________. 

Diagram showing the four key design elements: set, costume, lighting, and sound, arranged 

around a central stage 

Figure 3.2 Design elements in modern theatre practice 
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Pilot questions 3.2 

1. Fill in the blank: The role of the director in modern theatre emerged in the late 

__________ century. 

2. What is the director’s main responsibility in a theatre production? 

3. Fill in the blank: Stanislavski’s system emphasises psychological realism and emotional 

__________. 

4. Name one design element used in modern theatre. 

5. Fill in the blank: Costume design communicates character, status, and __________. 

 

3.3 The Relationship Between Text and Performance 

3.3.1 Faithful interpretation versus creative adaptation 

One of the central debates in modern theatre concerns the degree to which a production should 

remain faithful to the written text. A faithful interpretation seeks to realise the playwright’s 

intentions as closely as possible, respecting the original language, structure, and context. A 

creative adaptation, by contrast, uses the text as a starting point for a new theatrical work that 

may relocate, reimagine, or substantially rewrite the original. 

Neither approach is inherently superior. The value of a production lies not in its fidelity to the 

text but in its theatrical effectiveness and the meanings it generates for a contemporary audience. 

However, the ethical dimensions of adaptation — especially when canonical works are 

significantly altered — continue to be debated in theatre studies. 

Fill in the blank: A faithful interpretation seeks to realise the playwright’s __________ as closely 

as possible. 

 

3.3.2 Devised theatre and the absence of a fixed text 

Devised theatre is a mode of production in which the performance is created collaboratively by 

the ensemble, without a pre-existing script. The text, if one exists, emerges from the rehearsal 

process rather than preceding it. Companies such as Complicité and DV8 Physical Theatre have 

developed influential models of devised work that foreground collective creativity and physical 

performance. 
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Devised theatre challenges the traditional hierarchy in which the playwright occupies the primary 

creative role. It raises questions about authorship, ownership, and the status of the written text. 

At the same time, devised work often draws on written sources, personal testimony, and 

documentary material, suggesting that text and practice remain intertwined even in its most 

experimental forms. 

Fill in the blank: In devised theatre, the performance is created __________ by the ensemble. 

 

3.3.3 Postdramatic theatre and the challenge to textual authority 

The concept of postdramatic theatre, developed by theorist Hans-Thies Lehmann, describes a 

range of contemporary practices that move beyond the drama-centred model in which a written 

text is interpreted and staged. Postdramatic theatre may privilege visual imagery, sound, 

movement, and the physical presence of the performer over narrative and dialogue. 

Postdramatic theatre does not reject the written text entirely, but it does challenge its authority as 

the primary source of theatrical meaning. By distributing meaning across all elements of 

performance, postdramatic theatre opens up new possibilities for what theatre can be and do. 

Fill in the blank: Postdramatic theatre challenges the __________ of the written text as the 

primary source of meaning. 
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Image representing a devised theatre rehearsal process, with ensemble members creating 

movement and dialogue collaboratively 

Plate 3.1 Devised theatre as collaborative creation 

 

Pilot questions 3.3 

6. Fill in the blank: A faithful interpretation seeks to realise the playwright’s __________ as 

closely as possible. 
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7. What distinguishes creative adaptation from faithful interpretation? 

8. Fill in the blank: In devised theatre, the performance is created __________ by the 

ensemble. 

9. What is one challenge that devised theatre poses for traditional ideas of authorship? 

10. Fill in the blank: Postdramatic theatre challenges the __________ of the written text as 

the primary source of meaning. 

3.4 Modern African Theatre as Text and Practice 

3.4.1 African playwrights and dramatic literature 

Modern African theatre has produced a rich body of dramatic literature. Playwrights such as 

Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Athol Fugard, and Ama Ata Aidoo have created works that 

engage with colonialism, identity, politics, and social justice. Their plays are studied as major 

contributions to world dramatic literature and continue to be performed internationally. 

African dramatic writing often draws on indigenous storytelling traditions, oral literature, and 

local languages while engaging with European dramatic forms. This dialogue between traditions 

produces distinctive dramatic texts that resist simple categorisation and demand attentive, 

contextually informed reading. 

Fill in the blank: African playwrights such as Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o engage with 

themes of colonialism and __________. 

 

3.4.2 Oral traditions and performance-centred practice 

Many African theatrical traditions are rooted in oral performance, in which storytelling, song, 

dance, and ritual are integrated into a unified performative event. In these traditions, the primary 

site of creativity is the performance itself rather than a written text. The performer’s relationship 

with the audience and the community is central, and performances may vary significantly from 

one occasion to another. 
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Oral traditions challenge the primacy of the written text in Western theatre theory. They 

demonstrate that theatrical meaning can be generated and transmitted through non-textual means, 

and that the distinction between text and performance is culturally and historically contingent. 

Fill in the blank: In oral performance traditions, the primary site of creativity is the __________ 

itself. 

 

3.4.3 Integrating text and practice in contemporary African theatre 

Contemporary African theatre frequently integrates written dramatic texts with oral and 

performance-centred traditions. Practitioners may begin with a script but incorporate 

improvisation, song, movement, and community participation in the realisation of the work. This 

integration reflects the diverse cultural contexts in which African theatre operates and the 

ongoing negotiation between inherited traditions and contemporary influences. 

Understanding how African theatre integrates text and practice requires moving beyond 

frameworks derived exclusively from Western theatre theory. It calls for an appreciation of the 

multiple sources from which African theatre draws its creative energy and the varied forms 

through which it communicates with its audiences. 

Fill in the blank: Contemporary African theatre integrates written dramatic texts with 

__________ and performance-centred traditions. 
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Image representing a contemporary African theatre performance, combining written drama with 

oral storytelling, music, and community participation 

Plate 3.2 Contemporary African theatre integrating text and oral practice 

 

Pilot questions 3.4 

11. Fill in the blank: African playwrights such as Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o 

engage with themes of colonialism and __________. 

12. Name one African playwright and identify a major theme in their work. 

13. Fill in the blank: In oral performance traditions, the primary site of creativity is the 

__________ itself. 

14. How do oral traditions challenge Western theories of theatre? 

15. Fill in the blank: Contemporary African theatre integrates written dramatic texts with 

__________ and performance-centred traditions. 
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Series Summary 

This Series examined modern theatre as both written text and live performance practice. 

Beginning with the dramatic text, we explored its structural components — dialogue, stage 

directions, and dramatic form — and considered the interpretive process through which a script 

is transformed into performance. We then turned to theatre as practice, examining the roles of 

directors, actors, and designers, and considering how different methodologies shape the theatrical 

event. 

Following that, we investigated the theoretical debates surrounding the relationship between text 

and performance, including the arguments of devised and postdramatic theatre practitioners who 

challenge the authority of the written word. Finally, we considered modern African theatre, 

highlighting the contributions of African playwrights and the significance of oral traditions in 

shaping a theatre practice that integrates multiple creative sources. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to analyse the dramatic text, evaluate 

performance practice, examine theoretical debates about the text-performance relationship, and 

discuss the distinctive contributions of African theatre, as outlined in the Series Learning 

Outcomes. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Acting methodology: A systematic approach to performance practice, such as 

Stanislavski’s system or Brechtian technique. 

• Aristotelian form: A dramatic structure that emphasises a clear beginning, middle, and 

end, with rising action and resolution. 

• Creative adaptation: A production that uses a pre-existing text as the basis for a new 

theatrical work, often significantly reimagining the original. 

• Design elements: The visual and auditory components of a production, including set, 

costume, lighting, and sound. 

• Devised theatre: A mode of performance in which the work is created collaboratively by 

the ensemble without a pre-existing script. 
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• Dramatic text: The written script of a play, comprising dialogue, stage directions, and 

structural elements. 

• Faithful interpretation: A production approach that seeks to realise the playwright’s 

original intentions as closely as possible. 

• Open form: A dramatic structure associated with experimental theatre, characterised by 

fragmentation, multiple storylines, and unresolved endings. 

• Oral performance: A tradition of theatrical expression that relies on spoken word, song, 

dance, and ritual rather than a written text. 

• Postdramatic theatre: A term developed by Hans-Thies Lehmann to describe 

contemporary practices that move beyond drama-centred models and challenge the 

authority of the written text. 

• Stage directions: Written instructions in a dramatic text that guide actors and directors in 

staging the action. 

 

Concept Check Questions 3 

Objective questions 

1. Fill in the blank: The dramatic text is composed of dialogue and __________. (Linked to 

SLO 3.1) 

2. Fill in the blank: Aristotelian dramatic form emphasises a clear beginning, middle, and 

__________. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 

3. Fill in the blank: The role of the director in modern theatre emerged in the late 

__________ century. (Linked to SLO 3.2) 

4. Fill in the blank: In devised theatre, the performance is created __________ by the 

ensemble. (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

5. Fill in the blank: In oral performance traditions, the primary site of creativity is the 

__________ itself. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

Short-answer questions 

6. Identify one convention of dramatic writing and explain its function. (Linked to SLO 3.1) 
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7. Describe the role of one design element in shaping a theatrical production. (Linked to SLO 

3.2) 

8. What is devised theatre and how does it differ from text-based theatre? (Linked to SLO 3.3) 

9. Name one African playwright and briefly describe a theme in their dramatic work. (Linked to 

SLO 3.4) 

Long-answer questions 

10. Analyse the journey from the written dramatic text to live performance, identifying the key 

creative contributions involved. (Linked to SLO 3.1 and SLO 3.2) 

• Basic response: Describe the roles of the playwright, director, actors, and designers in 

realising a production. 

• Value-added response: Discuss specific examples of productions in which creative 

choices significantly transformed the written text, and evaluate the implications for 

theatrical meaning. 

11. Evaluate the arguments for and against prioritising the written text in theatre production. 

(Linked to SLO 3.3) 

• Basic response: Summarise the positions of faithful interpretation, creative adaptation, 

and postdramatic theatre. 

• Value-added response: Draw on specific practitioners or productions to illustrate these 

positions, and develop a reasoned argument about the relationship between text and 

performance. 

12. Discuss how modern African theatre integrates written dramatic texts with oral and 

performance-centred traditions. (Linked to SLO 3.4) 

• Basic response: Identify examples of African playwrights and oral performance 

traditions, and describe how they are combined in contemporary practice. 

• Value-added response: Analyse the theoretical implications of this integration for 

Western theatre theory, and argue for a more inclusive model of how text and practice 

interact. 

 

Answers to Concept Check Questions 3 



 

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

Objective questions 

1. Stage directions. 

2. End. 

3. Nineteenth. 

4. Collaboratively. 

5. Performance. 

Short-answer questions 

6. Dialogue: reveals character, advances plot, and engages the audience. 

7. Lighting: shapes atmosphere, directs focus, and enhances dramatic meaning. 

8. Devised theatre: created collaboratively by the ensemble; differs from text-based theatre 

because it emerges through improvisation rather than a fixed script. 

9. Wole Soyinka: explores themes of colonialism, cultural identity, and social justice. 

Long-answer questions 

10. 

• Basic response: Playwrights provide the text, directors interpret it, actors embody 

characters, and designers add visual and auditory elements to realise the production. 

• Value-added response: For example, Peter Brook’s staging of Shakespeare transformed 

textual meaning through minimalist design, showing how creative contributions reshape 

audience interpretation. 

11.  

• Basic response: Faithful interpretation respects the playwright’s intentions, creative 

adaptation allows flexibility, and postdramatic theatre challenges text-centred 

approaches. 

• Value-added response: Brecht adapted texts for political purposes, while Heiner 

Müller’s postdramatic works questioned textual dominance, illustrating diverse positions 

in the debate. 

12.  
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• Basic response: African playwrights such as Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o combine written scripts 

with oral storytelling, music, and dance, creating hybrid theatre forms. 

• Value-added response: This integration challenges Western theatre theory by 

demonstrating inseparability of text and performance, advocating for a more inclusive 

model of theatre analysis. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.1 

1. Stage directions. 

2. To guide actors and directors in staging the action. 

3. End. 

4. Accept any appropriate convention, e.g. soliloquy, aside, the chorus. 

5. Interpretation. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.2 

1. Nineteenth. 

2. Interpreting the script and unifying the creative elements of the production. 

3. Truth. 

4. Accept any one of: set, costume, lighting, sound. 

5. Period. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.3 

1. Intentions. 

2. Creative adaptation reimagines or substantially rewrites the original text; faithful 

interpretation realises the playwright’s intentions as closely as possible. 

3. Collaboratively. 

4. It challenges traditional ideas of authorship and the primacy of the playwright. 
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5. Authority. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 3.4 

1. Identity. 

2. Accept any appropriate playwright and theme, e.g. Wole Soyinka – colonialism and 

cultural identity; Athol Fugard – apartheid and social justice. 

3. Performance. 

4. They demonstrate that theatrical meaning can be generated through non-textual means, 

challenging the primacy of the written text. 

5. Oral. 

 

References and Attributions 3 

Primary Texts and Sources 

 

Illustrations 

• Figure 3.1 The structure of the dramatic text 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a diagram showing the key 

components of a dramatic text: dialogue, stage directions, acts, and scenes, with 

arrows indicating how they contribute to the overall structure.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “dramatic text structure theatre diagram OER” 

• Plate 3.1 Devised theatre as collaborative creation 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of a theatre ensemble in a 

rehearsal space, collaboratively devising a performance through movement and 

discussion.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “devised theatre rehearsal ensemble OER image” 

• Figure 3.2 Design elements in modern theatre practice 
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◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a diagram with four labelled 

sections arranged around a central stage image: set design, costume design, 

lighting design, and sound design.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “theatre design elements diagram OER” 

• Plate 3.2 Contemporary African theatre integrating text and oral practice 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of a contemporary African 

theatre performance with actors combining written drama, music, and communal 

storytelling on stage.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “contemporary African theatre performance OER 

image” 
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4 Theatre as Entertainment, Education, and Therapy 

Series Outline 

• 4.1 Theatre as Entertainment 

◦ 4.1.1 The nature and function of theatrical entertainment 

◦ 4.1.2 Popular theatre forms: comedy, melodrama, and spectacle 

◦ 4.1.3 The audience experience and the pleasure of theatre 

• 4.2 Theatre as Education 

◦ 4.2.1 Theatre in Education (TIE): origins and principles 

◦ 4.2.2 Augusto Boal and Theatre of the Oppressed 

◦ 4.2.3 Applied theatre and community engagement 

• 4.3 Theatre as Therapy 

◦ 4.3.1 Drama therapy: definition, history, and principles 

◦ 4.3.2 Psychodrama and role theory 

◦ 4.3.3 Theatre in healthcare and social work settings 

• 4.4 African Contexts of Theatre as Entertainment, Education, and Therapy 

◦ 4.4.1 Entertainment traditions in African popular theatre 

◦ 4.4.2 Theatre for Development (TfD) in Africa 

◦ 4.4.3 Ritual, healing, and therapeutic performance in African traditions 

 

Introduction 

Theatre has served multiple purposes across cultures and throughout history. It entertains 

audiences, provoking laughter, wonder, and emotional engagement. It educates communities, 

raising awareness of social issues and empowering individuals to challenge injustice. It heals, 

offering individuals and groups a structured space in which to process trauma, explore identity, 

and restore wellbeing. These three functions are not mutually exclusive; in practice, a single 

theatrical event may entertain, educate, and heal simultaneously. 
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The aim of this Series is to examine theatre in each of these three capacities — as entertainment, 

as education, and as therapy — and to explore how they operate both in global practice and in 

specifically African contexts. By understanding these functions, students of theatre theory can 

appreciate the full range of purposes that performance serves in human society. 

We shall commence this Series by examining theatre as entertainment, exploring the forms and 

pleasures of popular performance. Next, we will consider theatre as education, drawing on the 

work of Augusto Boal and the principles of applied theatre. Following that, we will investigate 

theatre as therapy, including drama therapy, psychodrama, and performance in clinical and 

community settings. Finally, we will consider how all three functions manifest in African 

theatrical traditions, with particular attention to Theatre for Development and ritual healing 

performance. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 4.1 describe the principal forms and functions of theatre as entertainment and 

analyse the audience experience, 

• SLO 4.2 evaluate the educational applications of theatre, including Theatre in Education 

and Theatre of the Oppressed, 

• SLO 4.3 explain the principles and practices of drama therapy and psychodrama, and 

assess their use in healthcare and social work, 

• SLO 4.4 discuss African popular theatre, Theatre for Development, and ritual healing 

performance as contexts in which entertainment, education, and therapy intersect. 

 

4.1 Theatre as Entertainment 

4.1.1 The nature and function of theatrical entertainment 

Entertainment is one of the oldest and most universal functions of theatre. To entertain is to hold 

the attention and interest of an audience, generating pleasure through skill, spectacle, humour, 
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suspense, or emotional engagement. Theatrical entertainment is not a trivial pursuit; it fulfils 

important social and psychological needs, offering audiences an opportunity to relax, reflect, and 

engage with shared stories and values. 

Theories of entertainment in theatre range from Aristotle’s account of the pleasure of imitation 

to contemporary audience reception studies. What audiences find entertaining varies across 

cultures, historical periods, and social contexts. Understanding entertainment as a function of 

theatre requires attention to both the production choices that generate pleasure and the cultural 

frameworks through which audiences interpret and enjoy performance. 

Fill in the blank: Entertainment fulfils important social and __________ needs for audiences. 

 

4.1.2 Popular theatre forms: comedy, melodrama, and spectacle 

Popular theatre encompasses a range of forms designed primarily to entertain broad audiences. 

Comedy generates laughter through incongruity, misunderstanding, and the exposure of human 

folly. Melodrama heightens emotion through exaggerated characters, moral conflict, and 

dramatic action. Spectacle appeals to the senses through elaborate staging, visual effects, music, 

and movement. 

These forms have been both celebrated and criticised in theatre theory. Some theorists argue that 

popular entertainment reinforces dominant social values and distracts audiences from critical 

reflection. Others contend that popular forms can subvert expectations, challenge authority, and 

give voice to marginalised communities. The tension between entertainment and critique runs 

through much of the history of theatre theory. 

Fill in the blank: Comedy generates laughter through incongruity, misunderstanding, and the 

exposure of human __________. 

 

4.1.3 The audience experience and the pleasure of theatre 

The audience experience is central to theatrical entertainment. Audiences do not passively 

receive performance; they actively interpret, respond, and co-create meaning. The pleasure of 
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theatre arises from a complex interaction between the performance and the audience’s 

expectations, emotions, and cultural knowledge. 

Reception theory and audience studies have examined how different audience groups experience 

the same production in different ways. Factors such as age, gender, class, and cultural 

background all influence the interpretive frameworks audiences bring to performance. For 

theatre practitioners, understanding the audience is essential to creating experiences that 

entertain, engage, and resonate. 

Fill in the blank: Audiences actively interpret, respond, and co-create __________ in the theatre. 

 

 

Diagram illustrating the three principal forms of popular theatrical entertainment: comedy, 

melodrama, and spectacle, with brief descriptions of each 

Figure 4.1 Popular forms of theatrical entertainment 

 

Pilot questions 4.1 

1. Fill in the blank: Entertainment fulfils important social and __________ needs for 

audiences. 
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2. What does Aristotle mean by the pleasure of imitation in relation to theatre? 

3. Fill in the blank: Comedy generates laughter through incongruity, misunderstanding, and 

the exposure of human __________. 

4. Identify one popular theatre form and describe one of its key features. 

5. Fill in the blank: Audiences actively interpret, respond, and co-create __________ in the 

theatre. 

 

4.2 Theatre as Education 

4.2.1 Theatre in Education (TIE): origins and principles 

Theatre in Education (TIE) emerged in Britain in the 1960s as a distinctive form of educational 

theatre in which professional companies performed in schools to stimulate learning and 

encourage critical thinking. TIE programmes are designed to engage young people actively, 

often incorporating participation, discussion, and follow-up activities alongside the performance 

itself. 

The principles of TIE include a commitment to educational rigour, respect for the intelligence of 

young audiences, and a belief in the power of theatre to transform understanding. TIE has been 

used to address topics ranging from history and science to social issues such as bullying, racism, 

and health. Its methods have influenced educational practice internationally and remain relevant 

to contemporary applied theatre. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre in Education emerged in Britain in the __________. 

 

4.2.2 Augusto Boal and Theatre of the Oppressed 

The Brazilian theatre practitioner Augusto Boal developed the Theatre of the Oppressed as a 

set of theatrical techniques designed to empower marginalised communities. Boal argued that 

conventional theatre positions the audience as passive spectators, reinforcing their acceptance of 

social conditions. He sought to transform spectators into spect-actors — active participants who 

intervene in the performance to explore and rehearse solutions to social problems. 
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Boal’s techniques include Forum Theatre, in which a scene depicting oppression is performed 

and then repeated with audience intervention, and Image Theatre, in which participants use 

their bodies to create still images representing social situations. These methods have been widely 

adopted in education, social work, and community development contexts around the world. 

Fill in the blank: Boal sought to transform spectators into __________, active participants who 

intervene in the performance. 

 

4.2.3 Applied theatre and community engagement 

Applied theatre is a broad term encompassing theatre practices that take place in non-traditional 

settings and are directed towards specific social, educational, or therapeutic goals. It includes 

TIE, Theatre of the Oppressed, community theatre, prison theatre, and theatre for development, 

among others. Applied theatre is characterised by its commitment to working with and for 

specific communities rather than producing work for general audiences. 

Applied theatre practitioners raise important questions about the ethics of working with 

vulnerable or marginalised communities, the distribution of power within the creative process, 

and the relationship between artistic quality and social impact. These debates have generated a 

rich body of theoretical and practical scholarship that continues to shape the field. 

Fill in the blank: Applied theatre takes place in __________ settings and is directed towards 

specific social, educational, or therapeutic goals. 
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Image representing a Theatre in Education programme, with performers engaging young students 

in an interactive session 

Plate 4.1 Theatre in Education: engaging young audiences 

 

Pilot questions 4.2 

1. Fill in the blank: Theatre in Education emerged in Britain in the __________. 

2. What is the main educational aim of Theatre in Education programmes? 

3. Fill in the blank: Boal sought to transform spectators into __________, active participants 

who intervene in the performance. 

4. Describe one technique developed by Augusto Boal in Theatre of the Oppressed. 
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5. Fill in the blank: Applied theatre takes place in __________ settings and is directed 

towards specific social, educational, or therapeutic goals. 

 

4.3 Theatre as Therapy 

4.3.1 Drama therapy: definition, history, and principles 

Drama therapy is the intentional use of drama and theatre processes to achieve therapeutic 

goals. It draws on techniques such as role play, storytelling, improvisation, and performance to 

help individuals explore emotions, develop empathy, and process difficult experiences. Drama 

therapy is practised by trained professionals in a range of clinical and community settings, 

including mental health services, hospitals, schools, and prisons. 

The field of drama therapy has roots in both psychotherapy and theatre practice. Pioneers such as 

Peter Slade and Brian Way in Britain, and Sue Jennings internationally, developed theoretical 

frameworks for understanding how dramatic engagement promotes psychological wellbeing. 

Drama therapy is now recognised as a distinct therapeutic profession in many countries, with 

established training programmes and professional associations. 

Fill in the blank: Drama therapy is the intentional use of drama and theatre processes to achieve 

__________ goals. 

 

4.3.2 Psychodrama and role theory 

Psychodrama is a therapeutic method developed by Jacob Levy Moreno in the early twentieth 

century. In psychodrama, participants enact scenes from their lives or inner experiences on a 

stage, supported by a therapist (the director) and fellow group members (auxiliaries). The aim 

is to bring unconscious material into consciousness, promote emotional release, and support the 

development of new perspectives and behaviours. 

Central to psychodrama is Moreno’s role theory, which holds that human identity is constituted 

through the roles we play in social life. Therapeutic work involves exploring, expanding, and 

transforming these roles. Role theory has influenced not only psychodrama but also broader 

theories of performance and identity in theatre studies. 
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Fill in the blank: Psychodrama was developed by Jacob Levy __________ in the early twentieth 

century. 

 

4.3.3 Theatre in healthcare and social work settings 

Theatre and drama are increasingly used in healthcare and social work settings to support 

wellbeing, facilitate communication, and promote social inclusion. In healthcare, drama activities 

may be used with patients experiencing mental illness, dementia, chronic pain, or rehabilitation 

challenges. In social work, theatre techniques support work with survivors of trauma, young 

people in care, and individuals experiencing social exclusion. 

The use of theatre in these settings raises important ethical and practical questions. Practitioners 

must balance artistic integrity with clinical and safeguarding responsibilities. Evidence of the 

effectiveness of drama-based interventions continues to grow, supported by a developing body of 

research in health psychology, social work, and applied theatre studies. 

Fill in the blank: In healthcare settings, drama activities may be used with patients experiencing 

mental illness, dementia, or __________ challenges. 

 

Figure 4.2 Theatre as therapy: principal approaches 
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Pilot questions 4.3 

1. Fill in the blank: Drama therapy is the intentional use of drama and theatre processes to 

achieve __________ goals. 

2. In what kinds of settings is drama therapy practised? 

3. Fill in the blank: Psychodrama was developed by Jacob Levy __________ in the early 

twentieth century. 

4. What is the role of the director in a psychodrama session? 

5. Fill in the blank: In healthcare settings, drama activities may be used with patients 

experiencing mental illness, dementia, or __________ challenges. 

 

4.4 African Contexts of Theatre as Entertainment, Education, and Therapy 

4.4.1 Entertainment traditions in African popular theatre 

African popular theatre encompasses a diverse range of performance forms that entertain 

communities while reflecting and commenting on everyday life. Forms such as concert party 

theatre in West Africa, travelling theatre in East Africa, and popular drama in South Africa have 

developed vibrant entertainment traditions that combine music, dance, comedy, and storytelling. 

African popular theatre is not merely escapist entertainment; it frequently engages with social 

issues, political satire, and cultural identity. Practitioners working in these forms have developed 

sophisticated techniques for engaging popular audiences, drawing on local languages, 

performance conventions, and community knowledge. The entertainment value of these forms is 

inseparable from their social and cultural functions. 

Fill in the blank: African popular theatre combines music, dance, comedy, and __________. 

 

4.4.2 Theatre for Development (TfD) in Africa 

Theatre for Development (TfD) is a model of applied theatre that uses performance to promote 

social change, health education, and community empowerment in African contexts. TfD 

programmes have addressed issues including public health (such as HIV/AIDS awareness), 



 

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

gender equality, environmental sustainability, and civic participation. They typically involve 

communities as both creators and audiences of the work. 

TfD draws on both Western applied theatre traditions, including Boal’s methods, and indigenous 

African performance practices. It has been theorised and practised across the continent by 

scholars and practitioners including Zakes Mda, Michael Etherton, and Ross Kidd. TfD raises 

important questions about the relationship between external facilitators and local communities, 

and about the potential and limitations of theatre as a vehicle for development. 

Fill in the blank: Theatre for Development programmes have addressed issues including public 

health, gender equality, and __________. 

 

4.4.3 Ritual, healing, and therapeutic performance in African traditions 

Many African performance traditions have long incorporated therapeutic functions. Ritual 

performances involving music, dance, masquerade, and spirit possession have been used across 

the continent to address illness, restore social harmony, and facilitate transitions in the life cycle. 

These practices are rooted in cosmological frameworks that do not separate the physical, 

psychological, and spiritual dimensions of wellbeing. 

The therapeutic dimension of African ritual performance offers important insights for the broader 

field of drama therapy. It demonstrates that the use of performance for healing is not a modern 

Western invention but a deeply rooted human practice with diverse cultural expressions. 

Engaging with African therapeutic performance traditions enriches the theoretical understanding 

of how theatre and drama support human wellbeing. 

Fill in the blank: African ritual performances have been used to address illness, restore social 

harmony, and facilitate __________ in the life cycle. 

 



 

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

Image representing a Theatre for Development programme in an African community setting, 

with participants engaged in Forum Theatre 

Plate 4.2 Theatre for Development in an African community context 

 

Pilot questions 4.4 

1. Fill in the blank: African popular theatre combines music, dance, comedy, and 

__________. 

2. Name one form of African popular theatre and describe one of its features. 

3. Fill in the blank: Theatre for Development programmes have addressed issues including 

public health, gender equality, and __________. 

4. Who are two scholars associated with Theatre for Development in Africa? 

5. Fill in the blank: African ritual performances have been used to address illness, restore 

social harmony, and facilitate __________ in the life cycle. 
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Series Summary 

This Series examined theatre in three of its most significant social functions: as entertainment, as 

education, and as therapy. Beginning with theatre as entertainment, we explored the pleasures of 

popular performance, the principal forms of comedy, melodrama, and spectacle, and the active 

role of audiences in co-creating meaning. We then turned to theatre as education, considering the 

origins and principles of Theatre in Education, the transformative techniques of Augusto Boal’s 

Theatre of the Oppressed, and the broader field of applied theatre. 

Following that, we investigated theatre as therapy, examining the principles of drama therapy, 

the methods of psychodrama and role theory developed by Moreno, and the growing use of 

theatre in healthcare and social work. Finally, we considered African contexts, exploring 

entertainment traditions in African popular theatre, the practice of Theatre for Development, and 

the therapeutic dimensions of African ritual performance. 

By completing this Series, you should now be able to describe the functions of theatrical 

entertainment, evaluate educational applications of theatre, explain the principles of drama 

therapy and psychodrama, and discuss African contexts of entertainment, educational, and 

therapeutic performance, as outlined in the Series Learning Outcomes. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• Applied theatre: A broad term for theatre practices in non-traditional settings directed 

towards specific social, educational, or therapeutic goals. 

• Audience experience: The active process through which audiences interpret, respond to, 

and co-create meaning in a theatrical performance. 

• Comedy: A popular theatre form that generates laughter through incongruity, 

misunderstanding, and the exposure of human folly. 

• Drama therapy: The intentional use of drama and theatre processes to achieve 

therapeutic goals, practised in clinical and community settings. 

• Forum Theatre: A technique developed by Augusto Boal in which a scene depicting 

oppression is performed and then repeated with audience intervention. 
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• Image Theatre: A technique developed by Boal in which participants use their bodies to 

create still images representing social situations. 

• Melodrama: A popular theatre form characterised by heightened emotion, exaggerated 

characters, and strong moral conflict. 

• Psychodrama: A therapeutic method developed by Jacob Levy Moreno in which 

participants enact scenes from their lives or inner experiences to promote emotional 

insight and growth. 

• Role theory: Moreno’s framework which holds that human identity is constituted 

through the roles we play in social life, central to psychodrama practice. 

• Spect-actor: Boal’s term for an audience member who becomes an active participant, 

intervening in the performance to explore solutions to social problems. 

• Theatre for Development (TfD): A model of applied theatre that uses performance to 

promote social change, health education, and community empowerment, particularly in 

African contexts. 

• Theatre in Education (TIE): A form of educational theatre in which professional 

companies perform in schools to stimulate learning and encourage critical thinking. 

• Theatre of the Oppressed: A set of theatrical techniques developed by Augusto Boal to 

empower marginalised communities and promote social change. 
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Concept Check Questions 4 

Objective questions 

1. Fill in the blank: Entertainment fulfils important social and __________ needs for 

audiences. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

2. Fill in the blank: Comedy generates laughter through incongruity, misunderstanding, and 

the exposure of human __________. (Linked to SLO 4.1) 

3. Fill in the blank: Boal sought to transform spectators into __________, active participants 

who intervene in the performance. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

4. Fill in the blank: Drama therapy is the intentional use of drama and theatre processes to 

achieve __________ goals. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

5. Fill in the blank: Theatre for Development programmes have addressed issues including 

public health, gender equality, and __________. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

 

Short-answer questions 

6. Describe one popular theatre form and explain how it entertains audiences. (Linked to SLO 

4.1) 

7. What is Theatre in Education and what are its main educational principles? (Linked to SLO 

4.2) 

8. Explain one technique used in drama therapy or psychodrama. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

9. What is Theatre for Development and how does it engage African communities? (Linked to 

SLO 4.4) 

 

Long-answer questions 

10. Evaluate the contribution of Augusto Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed to the educational use 

of theatre. (Linked to SLO 4.2) 

• Basic response: Describe Boal’s main techniques and explain how they differ from 

conventional theatre. 
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• Value-added response: Analyse specific applications of Forum Theatre or Image 

Theatre in educational or community contexts, and evaluate both the potential and the 

limitations of Boal’s approach. 

11. Compare drama therapy and psychodrama, explaining how each uses theatrical 

techniques to support wellbeing. (Linked to SLO 4.3) 

• Basic response: Define each approach and identify their key techniques and goals. 

• Value-added response: Draw on specific case studies or settings to illustrate how each 

approach works in practice, and discuss the ethical considerations involved in using 

theatre for therapeutic purposes. 

12. Discuss the ways in which African popular theatre, Theatre for Development, and ritual 

healing performance demonstrate the integration of entertainment, education, and 

therapeutic functions. (Linked to SLO 4.4) 

• Basic response: Identify and describe each of the three traditions, explaining how they 

fulfil entertainment, educational, or therapeutic functions. 

• Value-added response: Argue that the separation of these three functions reflects a 

Western cultural framework, and that African performance traditions offer a more 

integrated model that enriches the global understanding of theatre’s social functions. 

 

Answers to Concept Check Questions 4 

Objective questions 

1. Cultural. 

2. Weaknesses. 

3. Spect-actors. 

4. Therapeutic. 

5. Development. 

 

Short-answer questions 

6. Popular theatre form: Comedy entertains audiences by generating laughter through incongruity 

and satire. 
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7. Theatre in Education uses performance to teach lessons, emphasising participation, reflection, 

and experiential learning. 

8. Role-play in drama therapy allows participants to explore emotions and rehearse coping 

strategies. 

9. Theatre for Development engages African communities by using participatory performances 

to address social issues and encourage dialogue. 

Long-answer questions 

10. 

• Basic response: Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed uses techniques such as Forum Theatre 

and Image Theatre, which differ from conventional theatre by involving the audience 

directly. 

• Value-added response: In community education projects, Forum Theatre has 

empowered participants to rehearse solutions to social problems. While effective in 

promoting dialogue, challenges include sustaining long-term impact and ensuring 

inclusivity. 

11.  

• Basic response: Drama therapy uses role-play and storytelling to achieve therapeutic 

goals, while psychodrama focuses on re-enacting personal experiences to promote insight 

and healing. 

• Value-added response: Case studies in clinical settings show drama therapy supporting 

trauma recovery, while psychodrama has been used in group therapy to address 

interpersonal conflicts. Ethical considerations include consent, emotional safety, and 

professional guidance. 

12.  

• Basic response: African popular theatre entertains through music and dance, Theatre for 

Development educates communities about social issues, and ritual healing performances 

provide therapeutic functions. 

• Value-added response: These traditions demonstrate that entertainment, education, and 

therapy are integrated in African contexts. This challenges Western frameworks that 

separate these functions, offering a more holistic model of theatre’s social role. 
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Answers to Pilot Questions 4 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.1 

1. Psychological. 

2. The enjoyment audiences derive from watching skilled representations of human life and 

action. 

3. Folly. 

4. Accept any appropriate response, e.g. comedy – it generates laughter through 

misunderstanding and incongruity. 

5. Meaning. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.2 

1. 1960s. 

2. To engage young people actively and encourage critical thinking about social issues. 

3. Spect-actors. 

4. Accept any one: Forum Theatre or Image Theatre, with an accurate description. 

5. Non-traditional. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.3 

1. Therapeutic. 

2. Mental health services, hospitals, schools, prisons, and community settings. 

3. Moreno. 

4. The director is the therapist who guides the enactment and supports the protagonist in the 

psychodrama session. 

5. Rehabilitation. 

Answers to Pilot Questions 4.4 

1. Storytelling. 
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2. Accept any appropriate response, e.g. concert party theatre in West Africa – combines 

music, comedy, and social commentary. 

3. Civic participation. 

4. Accept any two: Zakes Mda, Michael Etherton, Ross Kidd. 

5. Transitions. 

 

References and Attributions 4 
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• Boal, A. (1979). Theatre of the Oppressed. Pluto Press. 
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Illustrations 

• Figure 4.1 Popular forms of theatrical entertainment 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a diagram with three sections 

labelled comedy, melodrama, and spectacle, each with a brief description of its 

defining features.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “popular theatre forms comedy melodrama 

spectacle diagram OER” 

• Plate 4.1 Theatre in Education: engaging young audiences 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of professional theatre 

performers engaging with a classroom of young students in an interactive Theatre 

in Education session.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “Theatre in Education TIE classroom performance 

OER image” 
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• Figure 4.2 Theatre as therapy: principal approaches 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a diagram with three labelled 

sections: drama therapy, psychodrama, and theatre in healthcare settings, with a 

central circle labelled therapeutic theatre practice.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “drama therapy psychodrama healthcare theatre 

diagram OER” 

• Plate 4.2 Theatre for Development in an African community context 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of a community Forum 

Theatre session in an African village setting, with participants actively 

intervening in a performance.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “Theatre for Development Africa community 

Forum Theatre OER image” 
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5 Africa and the Diaspora in Modern Theatre 

Series Outline 

• 5.1 African Theatre in Historical and Cultural Context 

◦ 5.1.1 Pre-colonial performance traditions in Africa 

◦ 5.1.2 The impact of colonialism on African theatre 

◦ 5.1.3 Postcolonial African theatre and the search for identity 

• 5.2 Major African Dramatists and Their Contributions 

◦ 5.2.1 Wole Soyinka: myth, ritual, and Yoruba cosmology 

◦ 5.2.2 Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o: language, decolonisation, and community theatre 

◦ 5.2.3 Athol Fugard, Ama Ata Aidoo, and other key voices 

• 5.3 The African Diaspora and Theatre 

◦ 5.3.1 The African diaspora: definition, history, and cultural memory 

◦ 5.3.2 Black British theatre: origins, development, and key practitioners 

◦ 5.3.3 African American theatre: from the Harlem Renaissance to the present 

• 5.4 Intercultural Theatre and Global Dialogues 

◦ 5.4.1 Interculturalism in modern theatre: theory and debate 

◦ 5.4.2 African performance in global festival and touring contexts 

◦ 5.4.3 Towards a decolonised world theatre: challenges and possibilities 

 

Introduction 

Africa has one of the world’s richest and most diverse theatrical heritages, encompassing ancient 

performance traditions, a vibrant body of modern dramatic literature, and a dynamic 

contemporary practice that continues to evolve in dialogue with global theatre. Alongside this 

continental tradition, the African diaspora — the communities of African descent living in the 

Caribbean, the Americas, Europe, and beyond — has produced distinctive theatrical traditions of 

its own, marked by the experience of displacement, resistance, and cultural survival. 
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The aim of this Series is to examine Africa and the diaspora in modern theatre, tracing the 

historical development of African performance from pre-colonial traditions through colonialism 

and into the postcolonial present, and exploring the theatrical contributions of African diasporic 

communities across the globe. The Series concludes by considering the possibilities and 

challenges of intercultural theatre and the ongoing project of decolonising world theatre. 

We shall commence this Series by examining African theatre in its historical and cultural 

context, from pre-colonial performance to postcolonial identity. Next, we will consider the 

contributions of major African dramatists, including Wole Soyinka, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o, Athol 

Fugard, and Ama Ata Aidoo. Following that, we will explore the theatre of the African diaspora, 

focusing on Black British theatre and African American theatre. Finally, we will examine 

intercultural theatre and the debates surrounding decolonisation and global dialogue in 

contemporary performance. 

 

Series Learning Outcomes 

Upon completing this Series, you should be able to: 

• SLO 5.1 trace the historical development of African theatre from pre-colonial 

performance traditions through colonialism to postcolonial identity, 

• SLO 5.2 analyse the dramatic works and theoretical contributions of major African 

dramatists including Soyinka, Ngũgĩ, Fugard, and Aidoo, 

• SLO 5.3 examine the origins, development, and key practitioners of Black British and 

African American theatre as expressions of the African diaspora, 

• SLO 5.4 evaluate the theory and practice of intercultural theatre and assess the challenges 

and possibilities of decolonising world theatre. 

 

  



 

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

5.1 African Theatre in Historical and Cultural Context 

5.1.1 Pre-colonial performance traditions in Africa 

Long before European contact, African communities across the continent had developed 

sophisticated performance traditions rooted in communal life, cosmological belief, and artistic 

creativity. These traditions encompassed storytelling, ritual performance, masquerade, music, 

dance, and praise poetry, each serving distinct social and spiritual functions within their 

communities. 

Pre-colonial performance was not theatre in the Western sense of a scripted event presented to a 

passive audience. Rather, it was a participatory, socially embedded practice in which distinctions 

between performers and spectators were fluid. The griot tradition in West Africa, for example, 

combined the roles of historian, poet, musician, and performer, preserving and transmitting 

communal knowledge through oral performance. Understanding these traditions is essential for 

any serious engagement with African theatre theory. 

Fill in the blank: The griot tradition in West Africa combined the roles of historian, poet, 

musician, and __________. 

 

5.1.2 The impact of colonialism on African theatre 

European colonialism profoundly disrupted African performance traditions. Colonial 

administrations frequently suppressed indigenous performance practices, viewing them as 

obstacles to Christian conversion and “civilisation.” Missionary and colonial education systems 

introduced European dramatic forms and literary traditions, which were presented as superior to 

indigenous performance. 

At the same time, colonialism created the conditions for new hybrid theatrical forms. Syncretic 

performance traditions emerged across the continent, combining indigenous and European 

elements in creative and sometimes subversive ways. Concert party theatre in Ghana, the 

“Yoruba travelling theatre” in Nigeria, and various forms of popular drama in East and Southern 

Africa all developed as responses to the colonial encounter, adapting European theatrical 

conventions to local languages, aesthetics, and social concerns. 
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Fill in the blank: Colonialism created conditions for new __________ theatrical forms combining 

indigenous and European elements. 

 

5.1.3 Postcolonial African theatre and the search for identity 

The era of African independence from the 1950s onwards brought renewed attention to the 

question of cultural identity in theatre. African playwrights and theorists sought to develop 

theatrical forms rooted in indigenous traditions while engaging with the realities of the 

postcolonial condition — including neo-colonialism, political instability, and the ongoing 

influence of Western culture. 

Key debates in postcolonial African theatre include the question of language (whether to write in 

indigenous languages or European colonial languages), the relationship between tradition and 

modernity, and the role of theatre in nation-building and political resistance. These debates 

produced a rich body of theory and practice that continues to shape African theatre today. 

Fill in the blank: Key debates in postcolonial African theatre include the question of language, 

and the relationship between tradition and __________. 

 

Diagram illustrating the three historical phases of African theatre: pre-colonial traditions, 

colonial encounter and hybrid forms, and postcolonial theatre 

Figure 5.1 Historical development of African theatre 
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Pilot questions 5.1 

1. Fill in the blank: The griot tradition in West Africa combined the roles of historian, poet, 

musician, and __________. 

2. What is one function of pre-colonial performance traditions in Africa? 

3. Fill in the blank: Colonialism created conditions for new __________ theatrical forms 

combining indigenous and European elements. 

4. How did colonial education systems affect African theatrical traditions? 

5. Fill in the blank: Key debates in postcolonial African theatre include the question of 

language, and the relationship between tradition and __________. 

 

5.2 Major African Dramatists and Their Contributions 

5.2.1 Wole Soyinka: myth, ritual, and Yoruba cosmology 

Wole Soyinka, the Nigerian playwright, poet, and theorist, was awarded the Nobel Prize in 

Literature in 1986, becoming the first African writer to receive this honour. Soyinka’s dramatic 

work draws deeply on Yoruba cosmology, particularly the mythology surrounding the god 

Ogun, the deity of iron, creativity, and transition. His plays integrate ritual, myth, and political 

critique in a style that is both distinctively African and universally resonant. 

In his theoretical essay The Fourth Stage, Soyinka argued that the essence of Yoruba tragedy lies 

in the transition between the worlds of the living, the dead, and the unborn — a transition 

embodied in Ogun’s crossing of the abyss. This framework challenges Eurocentric theories of 

tragedy and asserts the validity of an African theatrical metaphysics. Soyinka’s influence on 

African theatre theory is immense and enduring. 

Fill in the blank: Soyinka’s dramatic work draws deeply on Yoruba cosmology, particularly the 

mythology surrounding the god __________. 
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5.2.2 Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o: language, decolonisation, and community theatre 

The Kenyan writer Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o is one of the most influential advocates for the 

decolonisation of African literature and theatre. His pivotal decision to stop writing in English 

and to write exclusively in his native Gikuyu language was a deliberate act of cultural and 

political resistance. In his theoretical work Decolonising the Mind, Ngũgĩ argued that language is 

the primary vehicle of culture and that writing in colonial languages perpetuates intellectual and 

cultural subjugation. 

Ngũgĩ’s community theatre project at Kamĩrĩĩthũ in Kenya demonstrated the transformative 

potential of theatre rooted in local language and community participation. The project was 

eventually shut down by the Kenyan government, and Ngũgĩ was detained and later exiled, 

underscoring the political stakes of his theatrical and theoretical work. 

Fill in the blank: Ngũgĩ argued that writing in colonial languages perpetuates intellectual and 

cultural __________. 

 

5.2.3 Athol Fugard, Ama Ata Aidoo, and other key voices 

Athol Fugard, the South African playwright, produced a body of work that bore powerful 

witness to the human cost of apartheid. His plays, often created collaboratively with Black South 

African actors, place intimate human relationships under the pressure of a dehumanising political 

system. Works such as Sizwe Banzi is Dead and Master Harold… and the Boys are studied 

internationally as landmark works of political theatre. 

Ama Ata Aidoo of Ghana is among the most significant African women dramatists. Her play 

The Dilemma of a Ghost explores the tension between African tradition and the experience of the 

diaspora, bringing a feminist and pan-African perspective to questions of cultural identity and 

belonging. Other important voices in African dramatic literature include J.P. Clark-Bekederemo, 

Femi Osofisan, and Efua Sutherland, each of whom has made distinctive contributions to the 

continent’s theatrical heritage. 

Fill in the blank: Athol Fugard’s plays place intimate human relationships under the pressure of a 

dehumanising __________ system. 
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Image 

representing a production of a Wole Soyinka play, with performers in a ritual or masquerade 

context evoking Yoruba cosmology 

Plate 5.1 Wole Soyinka’s theatre: myth, ritual, and Yoruba cosmology 

 

Pilot questions 5.2 

1. Fill in the blank: Soyinka’s dramatic work draws deeply on Yoruba cosmology, 

particularly the mythology surrounding the god __________. 

2. What is the significance of Soyinka’s essay ‘The Fourth Stage’ for African theatre 

theory? 

3. Fill in the blank: Ngũgĩ argued that writing in colonial languages perpetuates intellectual 

and cultural __________. 

4. What was the significance of Ngũgĩ’s decision to stop writing in English? 

5. Fill in the blank: Athol Fugard’s plays place intimate human relationships under the 

pressure of a dehumanising __________ system. 

 



 

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

5.3 The African Diaspora and Theatre 

5.3.1 The African diaspora: definition, history, and cultural memory 

The term African diaspora refers to the communities of African descent dispersed across the 

world as a result of the transatlantic slave trade, colonialism, and more recent voluntary and 

forced migration. These communities carry with them a complex legacy of loss, resistance, and 

cultural creativity, shaped by the experience of displacement and the struggle to maintain identity 

in hostile or indifferent environments. 

Cultural memory — the transmission of shared histories, values, and artistic traditions across 

generations — is central to the theatre of the African diaspora. Diasporic theatre draws on 

African performance traditions, the experience of enslavement and oppression, and the cultures 

of the societies in which diaspora communities live, producing distinctive hybrid forms that 

speak to the complexities of multiple belonging. 

Fill in the blank: Cultural memory refers to the transmission of shared histories, values, and 

artistic traditions across __________. 

 

5.3.2 Black British theatre: origins, development, and key practitioners 

Black British theatre emerged in the mid-twentieth century as Caribbean and African 

communities settled in Britain following the Second World War. Early companies such as the 

Dark and Light Theatre and the Black Theatre of Brixton created work that reflected the 

experiences of Black communities in Britain, challenging racism and asserting cultural identity. 

Key figures in Black British theatre include Caryl Phillips, Kwame Kwei-Armah, and 

Winsome Pinnock, each of whom has explored themes of migration, identity, race, and 

belonging in their dramatic work. Institutions such as the Tricycle Theatre (now the Kiln 

Theatre) and the Talawa Theatre Company have played important roles in nurturing and 

presenting Black British work, contributing to a more diverse and representative national theatre 

culture. 

Fill in the blank: Black British theatre emerged in the mid-twentieth century as Caribbean and 

__________ communities settled in Britain. 
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5.3.3 African American theatre: from the Harlem Renaissance to the present 

African American theatre has a rich history stretching from the Harlem Renaissance of the 

1920s and 1930s, when writers such as Langston Hughes and Zora Neale Hurston explored 

Black American life and culture, to the Black Arts Movement of the 1960s and 1970s, which 

asserted the political and aesthetic distinctiveness of African American cultural production. 

Contemporary African American theatre continues this tradition of cultural assertion and 

political engagement. Playwrights such as August Wilson, whose ten-play Pittsburgh Cycle 

documented the African American experience across the twentieth century, Suzan-Lori Parks, 

and Lynn Nottage have produced works of enduring artistic and social significance. African 

American theatre raises fundamental questions about representation, voice, and the power to tell 

one’s own story in a society shaped by racial inequality. 

Fill in the blank: The Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and 1930s saw writers such as Langston 

Hughes explore Black American life and __________. 

 

Diagram showing the geographical spread of the African diaspora and the theatrical traditions it 

has produced. 

Figure 5.2 The African diaspora and its theatrical traditions 
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Pilot questions 5.3 

1. Fill in the blank: Cultural memory refers to the transmission of shared histories, values, 

and artistic traditions across __________. 

2. What is one theme explored by playwrights in Black British theatre? 

3. Fill in the blank: Black British theatre emerged in the mid-twentieth century as Caribbean 

and __________ communities settled in Britain. 

4. What was the significance of the Harlem Renaissance for African American theatre? 

5. Fill in the blank: The Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s and 1930s saw writers such as 

Langston Hughes explore Black American life and __________. 

 

5.4 Intercultural Theatre and Global Dialogues 

5.4.1 Interculturalism in modern theatre: theory and debate 

Intercultural theatre refers to performance practices that deliberately draw on, combine, or 

create dialogue between the theatrical traditions of different cultures. Influential practitioners 

such as Peter Brook, Ariane Mnouchkine, and Eugenio Barba have created internationally 

celebrated intercultural work. However, interculturalism has also been the subject of sustained 

critical debate. 

Critics such as Rustom Bharucha have argued that intercultural theatre, as practised by Western 

directors drawing on non-Western traditions, risks reproducing colonial power relations — 

appropriating the cultural resources of marginalised communities without adequate 

acknowledgement or reciprocity. These critiques have prompted important reflections on the 

ethics of cross-cultural exchange in performance and have contributed to the development of 

more dialogic and equitable models of intercultural collaboration. 

Fill in the blank: Critics argue that intercultural theatre risks reproducing __________ power 

relations through the appropriation of non-Western traditions. 
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5.4.2 African performance in global festival and touring contexts 

African theatre and performance have gained increasing visibility in international festival and 

touring circuits since the latter decades of the twentieth century. Festivals such as the Festival 

International des Francophonies in Limoges and MASA (the African Arts Market) in Abidjan 

have provided platforms for African artists to reach global audiences. Major European and North 

American venues have programmed African work, raising its profile internationally. 

However, the conditions under which African performance circulates globally are not always 

equitable. Questions of cultural translation, representation, and the expectations of international 

audiences can shape how African work is received and what kinds of work receive international 

support. African theatre practitioners have increasingly articulated the need to control the terms 

on which their work is presented to global audiences, challenging the gatekeeping functions of 

Western cultural institutions. 

Fill in the blank: African theatre practitioners have emphasised the need to control the 

__________ on which their work is presented globally. 

 

5.4.3 Towards a decolonised world theatre: challenges and possibilities 

The project of decolonising world theatre involves challenging the Eurocentric frameworks and 

institutional structures that have historically defined what counts as “great” theatre, whose 

traditions are studied in academies, and whose work is performed on prestigious stages. It calls 

for a radical rethinking of theatre history, theory, and practice that takes non-Western traditions 

seriously as independent sources of knowledge and creativity. 

This project faces significant challenges, including institutional resistance, the unequal 

distribution of resources, and the difficulty of decolonising practices while working within 

structures shaped by colonialism. Nevertheless, scholars, practitioners, and institutions around 

the world are engaged in this work, producing new models of theatre history, new approaches to 

performance training, and new frameworks for understanding the global diversity of theatrical 

expression. Africa and the diaspora are central to this ongoing transformation of world theatre. 

Fill in the blank: Decolonising world theatre involves challenging the __________ frameworks 

that have historically defined what counts as great theatre. 
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Image representing an intercultural theatre production featuring African and diasporic artists. 

Plate 5.2 Intercultural theatre: African and global performance in dialogue 

 

Pilot questions 5.4 

1. Fill in the blank: Critics argue that intercultural theatre risks reproducing __________ 

power relations through the appropriation of non-Western traditions. 

2. Name one international festival or platform that has showcased African performance. 

3. Fill in the blank: African theatre practitioners have emphasised the need to control the 

__________ on which their work is presented globally. 

4. What does it mean to ‘decolonise’ world theatre? 

5. Fill in the blank: Decolonising world theatre involves challenging the __________ 

frameworks that have historically defined what counts as great theatre. 
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Series Summary 

This Series examined Africa and the diaspora in modern theatre, tracing a story that begins with 

the rich performance traditions of pre-colonial Africa and continues through the disruptions of 

colonialism, the assertions of postcolonial identity, and the global circulation of African and 

diasporic theatrical work. We opened by examining African theatre in its historical and cultural 

context, from the participatory performance traditions of pre-colonial communities to the hybrid 

forms generated by the colonial encounter and the politically engaged drama of the postcolonial 

era. 

We then considered the contributions of major African dramatists: Wole Soyinka’s integration of 

Yoruba myth and theatrical metaphysics, Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s commitment to indigenous 

language and community theatre, Athol Fugard’s witness to the human cost of apartheid, and 

Ama Ata Aidoo’s exploration of diaspora and cultural identity. Following that, we explored the 

theatre of the African diaspora, examining Black British theatre’s response to migration and 

racism, and the long tradition of African American theatre from the Harlem Renaissance through 

the Black Arts Movement to the present. 

Finally, we considered intercultural theatre and the ongoing project of decolonising world 

theatre, noting both the possibilities of cross-cultural dialogue and the ethical responsibilities that 

such dialogue entails. Africa and the diaspora occupy a central place in any serious engagement 

with the theory and practice of modern world theatre, and the perspectives developed in this 

Series are essential to a complete understanding of the field. 

 

Glossary of Terms 

• African diaspora: The communities of African descent dispersed across the world as a 

result of the transatlantic slave trade, colonialism, and migration. 

• Black Arts Movement: A cultural and political movement in the United States during 

the 1960s and 1970s that asserted the distinctive aesthetic and political identity of African 

American cultural production. 
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• Black British theatre: Theatre created by and for Black communities in Britain, 

emerging in the mid-twentieth century and exploring themes of migration, identity, race, 

and belonging. 

• Cultural memory: The transmission of shared histories, values, and artistic traditions 

across generations within a community. 

• Decolonising world theatre: The project of challenging Eurocentric frameworks in 

theatre history, theory, and practice, and recognising non-Western traditions as 

independent sources of theatrical knowledge. 

• Griot: A West African oral performer who combines the roles of historian, poet, 

musician, and storyteller, preserving and transmitting communal knowledge. 

• Harlem Renaissance: A period of African American cultural and artistic flourishing in 

New York City during the 1920s and 1930s, which produced significant contributions to 

theatre, literature, music, and visual art. 

• Hybrid theatrical forms: Performance traditions that combine elements from more than 

one cultural source, often emerging from the encounter between indigenous and colonial 

cultures. 

• Intercultural theatre: Performance practices that deliberately draw on, combine, or 

create dialogue between the theatrical traditions of different cultures. 

• Postcolonial theatre: Theatre produced in the context of independence from colonial 

rule, often engaging with questions of cultural identity, language, political resistance, and 

the legacies of colonialism. 

• Yoruba cosmology: The religious and philosophical worldview of the Yoruba people of 

West Africa, which informs the dramatic work of Wole Soyinka and other Nigerian 

playwrights. 
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Concept Check Questions 5 

Objective questions 

1. Fill in the blank: The griot tradition in West Africa combined the roles of historian, poet, 

musician, and __________. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

2. Fill in the blank: Colonialism created conditions for new __________ theatrical forms 

combining indigenous and European elements. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

3. Fill in the blank: Ngũgĩ argued that writing in colonial languages perpetuates intellectual 

and cultural __________. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

4. Fill in the blank: Cultural memory refers to the transmission of shared histories, values, 

and artistic traditions across __________. (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

5. Fill in the blank: Decolonising world theatre involves challenging the __________ 

frameworks that have historically defined what counts as great theatre. (Linked to SLO 

5.4) 

 

Short-answer questions 

6. Describe one pre-colonial African performance tradition and explain its social function. 

(Linked to SLO 5.1) 

7. Explain how Wole Soyinka uses Yoruba cosmology in his dramatic work. (Linked to SLO 

5.2) 

8. What is one theme explored in Black British theatre, and which playwright is associated with 

it? (Linked to SLO 5.3) 

9. What is intercultural theatre and what ethical concerns has it raised? (Linked to SLO 5.4) 

 

Long-answer questions 

10. Trace the development of African theatre from pre-colonial performance traditions to the 

postcolonial era, explaining how colonialism both disrupted and transformed African theatrical 

practice. (Linked to SLO 5.1) 

• Basic response: Describe pre-colonial performance, the impact of colonialism, and the 

emergence of hybrid and postcolonial forms. 
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• Value-added response: Draw on specific examples of performance traditions and 

playwrights to illustrate this development, and analyse the theoretical debates that 

postcolonial theatre has generated about language, identity, and cultural authenticity. 

11. Compare the contributions of Wole Soyinka and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o to African theatre 

theory and practice. (Linked to SLO 5.2) 

• Basic response: Describe each writer’s main contributions to theatre and their key 

theoretical positions. 

• Value-added response: Analyse the similarities and differences in their approaches to 

African identity, cosmology, language, and political resistance, drawing on specific plays 

and theoretical writings. 

12. Evaluate the argument that the project of decolonising world theatre requires placing 

Africa and the diaspora at the centre of theatre history and theory. (Linked to SLO 5.3 

and SLO 5.4) 

• Basic response: Summarise what decolonisation means in the context of world theatre 

and explain the contributions of African and diasporic theatre. 

• Value-added response: Engage critically with the arguments for and against 

Eurocentrism in world theatre, drawing on examples from African, Black British, and 

African American theatre, and assess the practical and institutional challenges of 

implementing decolonisation. 

 

Answers to Concept Check Questions 5 

Objective questions 

1. Storyteller. 

2. Hybrid. 

3. Dependency. 

4. Generations. 

5. Eurocentric. 
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Short-answer questions 

6. Example: Yoruba masquerade traditions served social functions by reinforcing community 

values and connecting the living with ancestral spirits. 

7. Soyinka uses Yoruba cosmology to frame themes of fate, ritual, and the relationship between 

gods and humans in plays such as Death and the King’s Horseman. 

8. Black British theatre often explores themes of race and identity. Playwright debbie tucker 

green addresses systemic racism and social inequality. 

9. Intercultural theatre blends performance traditions from different cultures. Ethical concerns 

include cultural appropriation, misrepresentation, and power imbalances. 

 

Long-answer questions 

10. 

• Basic response: Pre-colonial African theatre included oral storytelling, ritual, and 

community performance. Colonialism disrupted these traditions but also created hybrid 

forms combining indigenous and European elements. Postcolonial theatre reclaimed 

identity and cultural authenticity. 

• Value-added response: Examples include griot traditions, Soyinka’s Yoruba-inspired 

plays, and Ngũgĩ’s rejection of colonial languages. Theoretical debates focus on 

authenticity, language choice, and the politics of representation. 

11.  

• Basic response: Soyinka contributed by integrating Yoruba cosmology into modern 

drama, while Ngũgĩ emphasised language and decolonisation in African theatre. 

• Value-added response: Soyinka’s plays highlight ritual and myth, while Ngũgĩ 

advocates for writing in indigenous languages to resist colonial influence. Their 

approaches differ but both advance African identity and political resistance. 

12.  

• Basic response: Decolonisation in theatre challenges Eurocentric dominance and 

highlights African and diasporic contributions. 

• Value-added response: African theatre, Black British theatre, and African American 

theatre demonstrate diverse traditions that enrich global theatre. Critics argue against 
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Eurocentrism, but practical challenges include institutional resistance and lack of 

resources. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.1 

1. Performer. 

2. Accept any appropriate response, e.g. ritual performance – to facilitate spiritual 

communication and maintain social cohesion. 

3. Hybrid. 

4. They suppressed indigenous performance practices and introduced European dramatic 

forms as superior alternatives. 

5. Modernity. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.2 

1. Ogun. 

2. It challenges Eurocentric theories of tragedy and proposes an African theatrical 

metaphysics based on Yoruba cosmology. 

3. Subjugation. 

4. It was a political act of cultural resistance that asserted the value of indigenous languages 

and challenged the cultural dominance of English. 

5. Political. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.3 

1. Generations. 

2. Accept any appropriate response, e.g. migration, racial identity, belonging, or the 

experience of racism. 

3. African. 
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4. It established a tradition of Black cultural and artistic assertion that inspired later African 

American theatre movements. 

5. Culture. 

 

Answers to Pilot Questions 5.4 

1. Colonial. 

2. Accept any appropriate response, e.g. Festival International des Francophonies (Limoges) 

or MASA (Abidjan). 

3. Terms. 

4. To challenge Eurocentric frameworks in theatre history and practice and to recognise 

non-Western traditions as independent sources of theatrical knowledge. 

5. Eurocentric. 
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◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of a theatrical production 

drawing on Yoruba masquerade and ritual, with performers in ceremonial 

costume on an open stage.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “Yoruba masquerade theatre performance OER 

image” 

• Figure 5.2 The African diaspora and its theatrical traditions 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Create a world map diagram 

highlighting the African diaspora with labels indicating Black British theatre 

(UK), African American theatre (USA), and Caribbean theatre, connected to 

Africa by arrows.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “African diaspora world map theatre traditions 

diagram OER” 

• Plate 5.2 Intercultural theatre: African and global performance in dialogue 

◦ Attribution: AI-generated using prompt “Illustration of a diverse ensemble of 

performers from African and diasporic backgrounds on stage, representing an 

intercultural theatre production in a major international venue.” 

◦ Suggested OER search string: “intercultural theatre African performance global 

OER image” 

 


