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In this fascinating and accessible book. David Wiles introduces
ancient Greek theatre to students and enthusiasts interested in
knowing how the plays were first performed. Theatre was a
ceremony bound up with fundamental activities in classical
Athenian life and Wiles explores those elements which created
the theatre of the time. Actors rather than writers are the book’s
main concern and Wiles examines how the actor used the
resources of storytelling, dance, mask, song and visual action to
create a large-scale event that would shape the life of the citizen
community. The book assumes no prior knowledge of the
ancient world, and is written to answer the questions of those
who want to know how the plays were performed, what they
meant in their original social context, what they might mean in
a modern performance and what can be learned from and
achieved by performances of Greek plays today.
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PLATES
I Orestes and Electra in The Oresteia, directed by page 46
Karolos Koun, 1982. (Photo: Argyropoulos.)
2 Silhouettes of the Furies on the roof of the house at 72

the start of Agamemnon: from The Oresteia, directed
by Silviu Purcarete. Limoges, 1996. (Photo: G. Lewis.
Courtesy of Sharon Kean Associates.)

3 Maenads worshipping Dionysos. (Photo: Soprintendenza 79
archacologica di Napoli. Museo Nazionale, Naples, 2419).

4 Aristophanes, Women at the Thesmophoria. A relative of 82
Euripides disguised as a woman holds as hostage a baby
which turns out to be a wineskin. Parody of a scene from
Euripides, Telephus. (Photo: K. Ochrlein. Martin von
Wagner Museum, Universitit Wirzburg.)

5 Dancers from the chorus of Iphigencia in Aulis: the first 87
part of Les Atrides. (Photo: Martine Iranck. Magnum.)

The restored theatre at Epidaurus. (Photo: G. Wiles.) 103

7 The relationship of actor and chorus: exclusion. 107
Euripides, Electra, directed by Costas Tsianos for the
Thessaliko Theatro, with L. Korniordou as Electra.

1989. (Photo: courtesy of Costas Tsianos.)

8 The relationship of mask and body. Classical masks IT1
designed and made by Thanos Vovolis, used in a
production of The Dibbuk. Stockholm, 1994. (Photo:

Thanos Vovolis.)

9 The power of the doorway. Euripides, Electra, directed 119
by Costas Tsianos. 1989. (Photo: courtesy of Costas
Tsianos.)

10 The command position in the centre of the circle. 121
K. Paxinou in the role of Electra. Sophocles, Electra,
directed by D. Rondiris in 1938, was the first modern

vi
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production at Epidaurus. (Photo: courtesy of the

Theatre Museum, Athens.)

The ‘Pronomos’ vase. (Photo: Soprintendenza 129
archaeologica di Napoli. Museo Nazionale, Naples 3240.)
Dressing-room scene: a mosaic from Pompeii. (Photo: 132
Soprintendenza archaeologica di Napoli. Museo

Nazionale, Naples 9986.)

G. Lazanis as Dikaiopolis sitting in the Assembly: 150
Aristophanes, Acharnians, directed by Karolos Koun, with
masks by Dionysis Fotopoulos. Athens, 1976. (Photo:
Argyropoulos.)

Masks by Thanos Vovolis for the chorus in Aeschylus, 152
Suppliants: Epidaurus, 1994. (Photo: Lina Fange.

Courtesy of Thanos Vovolis.)

Name vase of the Choregos painter: about 350 Bc. 157
Apulian Red-figured bell krater. Terracotta, height

14 inches. (Photo: Bruce White. J. Paul Getty

Museum, Malibu, California.)

The ‘Oedipus’ vase: figures on a stage wearing tragic 158
costume but not masks. About g30 Bc. (Photo: E. W.
Handley. Institute of Classical Studies Photographic
Archive.)

Oedipus enters with a blindfold to signify bloodstained 163
eyes, in a tableau modelled on the pediment of a

temple. IFrom the first production of a Greek play in the
People’s Republic of China: Oedipus, directed by Luo

Jinlin and Du Haiou. Central Academy of Drama,

Peking, 1986. (Photo: courtesy of Luo Jin Lin.)

Prometheus: 1927. (Photo: courtesy of the European 184
Cultural Centre of Delphi. Sikelianos Museum.)
Io the cow-woman pursued by Zeus in the 1927 187

Prometheus. (Photo: courtesy of the European Cultural
Centre of Delphi. Sikelianos Museum.)

FIGURES

Dionysos in The Frogs wearing the lion skin of page 9
Herakles. The slave Xanthias carries his baggage.

From a vase of about 75350 BC.

A rhapsode reciting Homer at the Panathenaia, watched 16
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by a rival in the competition. From an oil jar of about
510 BC.

3 A chorus of women lamenting a death. Tomb painting 41
from Ruvo.

4 A half-chorus of six men dancing in front of a tomb, 44
probably to raise a ghost. Athenian wine mixing bowl of
about 490 BC.

5 Brecht’s Antigone (1948). Antigone after her arrest 64
confronts Creon and the chorus.

6 The male Athenian audience. Some mature men and 68
a youth admire a young acrobat at the Panathenaian
festival. Late 500s BC.

7 Map of the world at the start of the classical period, 90
based on Hecataeus’ map of 500 Bc.

8 Map of Greece showing the major settings of Greek 92
plays.

9 Map of Athens at the end of the classical period, 95
showing major public buildings.

10 The Theatre of Dionysos, after the building of the Stoa 101
at the end of the classical period.
11 The multipurpose performance space at Thorikos in 105

the classical period.
12 The crowd of suppliants approaches Oedipus in Max 108
Reinhardt’s production in the Zircus Schumann, Berlin.

13 The theatre of Athens in relation to its environment: 114
from a coin of the Roman period.

14 The Theatre of Dionysos, after the rebuilding by 116
Lycurgus in about 330 Bc.

15 An early portrayal of actor/leader and chorus. Vase of 133
the late 700s from Argos.

16 A stage tradition records that the characters of Superior 137

Argument and Inferior Argument in Aristophanes,
Clouds, were played by fighting cocks in a cage. This vase
from the classical period may depict the contest between
those figures.
17 Characteristic dance poses of tragedy in about 450 Bc. 138
18 The interior made exterior: in Ninagawa’s production 155
Medea and the chorus draw red ribbons from their
mouths in a sign of pain taken from Japanese puppet

theatre. Medea, 4009ftf.
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19 The opening scene of Oedipus the Ring in 1585, from a 181
fresco in the theatre at Vicenza.
20a—c Electra: 1966, 1971, 1986. 1934

Most of the drawings are taken from photographs. A few are
adapted and modified from modern drawings: figure 6 after Diction-
naire des antiquités; figure 11 after Richard Leacroft; figure 12 after
Emil Orlik; figure 14 after George Izenour; and figure 20 after
Yannis Kokkos.
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Note on the text

Translations in this book are my own, unless otherwise stated. There
is an international system of standard page/line references for Greek
texts based on the first manuscript or edition, which allows almost
any academic translation to be consulted. I have given references to
two useful collections of primary material in translation, though I
have used my own translations in this book:

ALC Ancient Literary Criticism: the principal texts in new translations,
ed. D. A. Russell and M. Winterbottom (Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1972)

COAD Contexts of Ancient Drama, ed. Eric Csapo and William
J- Slater (University of Michigan Press, 1995)

T also refer frequently to three collections of essays:

MTAG  Jean-Pierre Vernant and Pierre Vidal Naquet, Myth and
Tragedy in Ancient Greece, tr. J. Lloyd (New York: Zone
Books, 1990)

NITDWD  Nothing To Do With Dionysos? Athenian drama in its social
context, ed. John J. Winkler and Froma Zeitlin (Princeton
University Press, 1992)

CCGT The Cambridge Companion to Greek Tragedy, ed. P. E.
Easterling (Cambridge University Press, 1997)

Greek names are nowadays sometimes transliterated according to
the traditional Latin system (e.g. Aeschylus) and sometimes directly
from the Greek (e.g. Aiskhylos). Since we do not know quite what the
Greek sounded like, I have used the form that felt most familiar. I
have also used the translated titles that seem most recognizable, e.g.

X1
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xil Note on the text

Aristophanes, Women at the Thesmophoria rather than Thesmophoria-
zousae (the Latinized Greek title) or The Poet and the Women (Penguin
edition); Sophocles, Oedipus the King rather than Oedipus Tyrannus
(Latinized Greek), Oedipus Rex (Latin), or Oedipus the Tyrant.
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