
INTRODUCTION

The present paper is an attempt to observe the

situations, under which the drama originated and

developed in the major civilized societies of England,

Greece, India, and Africa. The reason for consideration

is, that drama is one of those forms of the performance

arts which communicates with people and allows them

to experience the catharsis of their emotions. Drama

reflects human experiences and sensibilities through the

actions and attitudes of the characters. Moreover, the

dramatic traditions around the globe testify that drama

has remained an integral part of human cultures. It is

commonly known that the term ‘drama’ is etymologically

linked with the Greek word, ‘drao’, which means ‘to do’

or ‘to act’. Though the drama is the specific mode of

fiction, represented in performances, such as plays,

operas, mimes, ballets, and performed in theatres yet,

the dramatic mode in poetry, is analogized with epics and

other lyrical modes. In English, the word ‘play’ comes

from the Anglo-Saxon’ word, ‘plegan’ or the Latic word,

‘ludus’, which could be translated as ‘game’. Another

form of drama, the ‘mime’, is a kind, where the action of

a story is told only through the movements of the body.
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Above all, the drama can be combined with music: the

dramatic text in opera is generally sung throughout; as

for in some ballets dance “expresses or imitates emotion,

character, and narrative action”.

Drama is so much permeated among masses, that

it also seems to be one of the sources of wisdom. It is

often said that drama does not pre-exist at the moment

of performance; performers devise a dramatic script

spontaneously before an audience. Apart from reflecting

the human sensibilities and generating perceptions, drama

can take the spectators beyond their own present reality

to other dimensions with the help of imagination. When

all the dramatic faculties smoothly work in synthesis, the

experience is not only passionately enjoyed but is

emotionally restored in mind. Since drama is found around

the globe in every society and serves a wide variety of

functions, therefore it compels to reflect on its origin

throughout the world. It is very surprising to mark that, in

ancient times, people hardly had sophisticated modes of

traveling. It is a mystery then, the culturally diverse

societies developed drama with some common elements,

like the imitation of human behaviour, instructions for role

performances, and the shaping of the perceptions.

The origin and development of English drama can
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be drawn to England after the Norman Conquest in the

tenth century. Prior to the Norman rule, a rudimentary

form of drama called ‘Tableau’ existed outside London.

In England, the Church played a crucial role in the life of

people, and Dramas written by the clergymen were

enacted in the Church. These dramas called, ‘Miracle

Plays’ were based on religious, ethical, and moralistic

subjects and enacted around the lives of saints and Christ.

In the 13th century, the societies began producing

‘Mystery Plays’ at sites other than the church and they

also added satirical elements to them.

Plays in England were often performed on moveable

coaches called ‘pageants’, while in France and Italy they

were acted on stage. During the late sixteenth and early

seventeenth century, at the time of the rule of Elizabeth

I, London became a centre for theatrical activities.

Nicholas Udall is acknowledged for writing the first

regular comic play, Ralph Roister Doister in 1541. The

play, Gorbuduc by Thomas Sackville and Thomas Norton

was the first English tragedy. English Drama reached to

glory during the Renaissance, with dramatists like

Christopher Marlowe, John Lyly, Thomas Kyd, Thomas

Lodge, George Peele, and Thomas Nash. These men

formed a group called “The University Wits” and were

mainly interested in writing for the common masses.

English drama blossomed fully in the dramatic

creations of William Shakespeare, who penned tragedies,

comedies, and historical plays. Shakespeare is not only

considered as the king of English drama but he is also

regarded as the source of inspiration for playwrights of

the world. A new generation of playwrights came to the

floor and wrote plays that focussed on thrill and

excitement during the early 17th century. John Fletcher

and Francis Beaumont were two of these new

playwrights. The Restoration comedy arrived but could

not hold for long and drama began to lose its feet in

eighteenth-century England. In the later nineteenth

century, a significant change came again came on the

London stage, when the Irish playwrights George Bernard

Shaw and Oscar Wilde; the Norwegian playwright Henrik

Ibsen began to create, revive and impact the native

English drama.

The origin and development of drama in the Indian

dramatic traditions can be located in ancient times and

the Vedic period. However, The Cambridge Guide to

Theatre seems to be suggesting that the Buddhist

playwright, poet, and philosopher, Asvaghosa, who

composed the Buddhacarita, is considered to have been

one of the first Sanskrit dramatists along with Bhâsa,

who likely lived in the 2nd century BCE, and is famous

for writing two of the only surviving tragedies in Sanskrit

drama. The drama contains a number of hymns in the

form of dialogues, or even scenes, as well as hymns that

make use of other literary forms such as animal fables.

The ancient form of Indian drama too was indigenous

and based on the religious scriptures, myths, and legends

of the old times and it was performed in temples.

However, songs and dances were also an inseparable

part of the dramatic performances. The dramatist Bhasa

or Bharata, in the seventh century A. D. is regarded as

the Father of Indian drama. Bharata designated drama

as the “Fifth Veda” or Natako Panchamo Veda, in his

well-known text Natyashastra. According to the text,

Drama or Natya is defined as the ‘imitation’ of the ‘Three

Worlds’ or trilokya. The representation reflects life with

all its joys and sorrows through the imitations by the

characters. The drama aimed at providing philosophical

insights on harmony, happiness, moral motivations imbued

in entertainment. The Natyashastra also apprised people

about the other dimensions of dramatic art, such as stage

sets, music, plot construction, characterization, dialogue,

and acting. Bharata’s poetics of drama can be

summarized in the following quote Natyashastra, “The

combination called ‘natya’ is a mixture of rasa, bhavas,

vrittis, pravittis, siddhi, svaras, abhinayas, dharmic

instruments song and theatre house” (Gupt: 86). In

addition to the above, holy epics like Ramayana and

Mahabharata also tend to define drama. Valmiki, the

renowned Indian poet cum the author of the Ramayana

uses the word “Nat” or “Nartaka” meaning an actor or

performer. Drama, according to Mahabharata, is a

fusion of poetry, story, and action.

The origin of African drama seems to be an

amalgamation of songs, rhythmic dances, and rituals (also

known as religious or magical rituals). These three art

forms were used to perform as ceremonies and in

anthropological terms, these performances could be

termed as ‘Sympathetic Magic’. African people have

believed that ‘like always and everywhere produced like’,

therefore, imitation played a large role in the development

of African drama. The reason was, that ‘sympathetic

magical’ ceremonies were dramatically imitated during

tribal gatherings. For instance, if the tribal people wanted

to replicate rain or to kill or to win in a battle, or bring

sufferings to their enemies, they would ‘imitate’ or

represent the events related to the said themes. According
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to Okot, masquerades of Nigeria and many dances and

rituals have been described in the Horn of my Love

(1974). Therefore, action, rhythm, emotion, gesture,

imitation, and desire seemed to have become the basis

of African drama. The reason for these traditions lies in

the principle given by I. A. Richards, that dramatic rituals

happen to be functional in traditions. And the rites then

happen to be the attempts to change the undesirable, so

that the desirable could be maintained. Due to this reason,

the rites should be performed impeccably. Thus, it

becomes hard to separate lines between the social rituals

and dramatic performances.

Another dimension in the origin and development of

African drama has been revealed by Ruth Finnegan. Ruth

emphasizes the most basic characteristic of the actual

performances. She argues that oral literature is dependent

on a performer, as it formulates particular words in

specific situations and thus aids to realize that literary

products. The reason for the emphasis on oral literature

lies in the fact that it contains the elements of drama. For

instance, story telling performance is a kind of a total

happening, a total theatre because the narrator happens

to be a poet, singer, musician, and actor at the same time.

In the form of a poet, the performer recreates, improvises

the traditional texts with the help of his knowledge,

command, and perfection. In the form of singer and

musician, the performer tends to encode and decode

complex of the traditional experience. In the form of an

actor, the performer plays different roles and therefore

tries to interpret a community character with the help of

voice and mimicry. It is quite relevant to state that African

tribal dramatic representations were rather tragical than

comical. The reason behind this situation is, that tribal

life happens to be grim, tragic, and haunted.

Drama in ancient Greece started flourishing in

700 BC. Athens became a notable cultural, political and

religious place during this period which institutionalized

drama as a part of the Dionysia festival. Tragedy, comedy,

and satyr, the three dramatic genres became popular till

490 BC. The principle, on which the Greek drama was

based, that ‘a spoken word was more alive thing than

the infinitely preferable to the dead symbols of a written

language’. Even, Aristotle believed that a written word

loses its ability to change and grow. It seems that the

Greeks invented drama from their wild religious

ceremonies, which included drinking, dancing, and revelry.

People used to see these performances at the

‘spectacles’, also known as the ‘sight or place to behold’.

Surprisingly, the term ‘theatre’ is also originally signified

as ‘a spectacle or sight to behold. The term is also related

to the ancient Greek word ‘thauma’, which means, ‘a

miracle’. These spectacles managed to involve the entire

population across the town and cities to perform secret

rites in the honour of the god, Dionysus. Due to this reason,

the theatre building was considered a temple and it was

believed the god imperceptibly remains present to see

the theatrical performances.

In Athens, around 532 BC, Thespis was one of the

earliest actors and he was acknowledged as the

‘exarchon’ of the dithyrambs. Dithyrambs were the

popular holy songs that were performed to worship the

god during the rural Dionysia. Then Solon is credited and

chanted with high accolades for creating poems, in which

characters used to speak with their own voice. Sometimes

the actors also used to wear masks (also known as

‘prosopon’) to worship the god, Dionysus. The actors

with these ‘faces’ or ‘prosopons’ worshiped the higher

power, the gods, and eventually made the ‘masks’ very

important for the religion of drama. The dramatic

performances were so valuable for the people of Athens

that they used to organize tragedy competitions and

festivals in the City of Dionysia. The aim was to develop

loyalty among the tribes of Attica. The main competitors

of the time were, Thespis, Choerilus, Pratinas, and

Phrynichus.

After the destruction of Athens in 480 BCE, the

town of Agios Prokopios was rebuilt and the theatre

became more formalized. This is also known as the

Golden Age of Greek drama. Dionysia again took central

place and the competition was held between three

playwrights at the theatre. Each playwright had to submit

three tragedies along with a satyr play, the comic and

burlesque version of a mythological theme). According

to Aristotle, Aeschylus and Sophocles respectively

introduced or added deuteragonist (second actor) and

tritagonist (third actor). It implies that the Greek

dramatists used to practice drama with not more than

three main characters. ‘Catharsis’ became one of the

hallmarks of performances of tragedy, a word that literally

means “goat ode”, the goat being the symbol of Dionysus.

Greek theatre continued in the Hellenistic period when

Athens was defeated by the Spartans. Menander was

the most popular dramatist of this period. Comedy was

the popular genre of the time and Plautus and Terence

were the masters of this craft.

To summarise, the Indian drama originated during
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the Rigveda period. The Veda contains a number of

dialogues, acts, and scenes, as well as literary devices

such as animal fables and riddles. These literary devices

seem to be supporting the argument about the origin of

Indian drama. The discussion also suggests that Indian

drama begins its classical stage in the 3rd-4th century

BCE with the composition of the ‘Natyasastra’ (literally,

The Science of Drama). On the other hand, African

drama appears to be rooted in dramatic rituals, and

magical practices, related to dances and songs of African

traditions. These traditions used to be practised during

the pre-colonial periods. However, the scholars, such as

Bower also believe that the rituals of performance,

storytelling involving music and masks probably date back

to about 40,000 years ago in parts of Africa. There is

archaeological evidence also that around 10,000 years

ago, African societies near modern day Nigeria, Ghana,

Tanzania and in places in what is now the Sahara Desert,

started to develop microlith technology for hunting and

harvesting and as a consequence started to develop more

intricate storytelling rituals involving drumming, body

decoration and perhaps even masks. And, so for as the

English drama, though, it is believed that drama came to

England along with The Norman Conquest of England

on 1066, yet the above discussion suggests that the Bible

was in Latin, common people could not understand its

meanings. Therefore, the clergy developed a new method,

wherein the stories of the Gospel were explained through

the living pictures and the way for Mystery and Miracle

plays was paved during these practices. The discussion

in the paper indicates, that the works of such great

playwrights as Sophocles, Euripides and Aristophanes

formed the foundation of the Greek drama and the then

Greek theatre inspired the design of modern theatrical

performances. However, the practices, worshipping of

Dionysos, such as the sacrifice of goats and the wearing

of masks in connection to the rituals cannot be

underestimated. Thus, the major element in the origin

and development of drama, among the four main

civilization seems to be attributing towards the traditional

practices, related to their rituals and religions.
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