
How To Stage Greek Tragedy Today:
Unleashing the Power of Ancient Drama
Imagine being transported back in time to ancient Greece, a land filled with rich
mythology and timeless stories. Greek tragedy, characterized by its intense
emotions, profound themes, and larger-than-life characters, still holds a special
place in our collective consciousness today. While ancient tragedies may seem
distant, their relevance remains powerful, and staging Greek tragedies in the
present day provides a unique opportunity to connect with our shared heritage
and explore the universal human condition.

In this article, we will delve into the fascinating world of staging Greek tragedy in
modern times. We will explore the challenges faced by directors and theater
companies, the techniques employed to bring these ancient stories to life, and the
impact they have on both the performers and the audience. Whether you are
interested in theater, ancient history, or simply exploring new artistic mediums,
this guide will provide valuable insights into the art of staging Greek tragedy
today.

The Power of Greek Tragedy

Greek tragedy is a genre unlike any other. Originating in ancient Athens in the 5th
century BCE, it emerged as a response to the rituals of Dionysus, the god of wine
and fertility. These performances, held during festivals, were a way for the
citizens to explore complex questions about life, destiny, and the nature of the
gods. Greek tragedies, such as "Oedipus Rex" by Sophocles and "Medea" by
Euripides, continue to captivate audiences with their profound examinations of
human nature, morality, and the consequences of hubris.
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One might ask why staging Greek tragedy today is relevant when we have an
abundance of contemporary plays and forms of entertainment. The answer lies in
the enduring themes that these ancient stories tackle. The struggles of power,
love, and morality depicted in Greek tragedy are timeless and continue to
resonate with audiences today. By staging Greek tragedies, we can delve into the
complexities of the human experience and engage with issues that transcend
time and place.

The Challenges of Staging Greek Tragedy Today

Staging Greek tragedy in the modern world presents its own set of challenges.
The text itself, written in ancient Greek, poses a barrier for both performers and
audiences. Translations, while necessary, can often lose the richness and beauty
of the original language, making it crucial for directors to find the right balance in
terms of maintaining the authenticity of the script while ensuring its accessibility.

Another challenge lies in bringing the larger-than-life characters to life on stage.
Greek tragedy is known for its strong, passionate protagonists, and capturing
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their essence requires skilled actors who can convey the depth and complexity of
these characters. Additionally, the chorus, a key element of Greek tragedy, can
be challenging to incorporate effectively into modern productions, as it represents
the collective voice and serves as a commentary on the action.

Technical aspects, such as set design, costuming, and music, also play a crucial
role in staging Greek tragedy. Creating a visual and auditory experience that
transports the audience to ancient Greece requires careful attention to detail and
a deep understanding of the historical context.

Techniques in Staging Greek Tragedy

Despite the challenges, there are numerous techniques that directors and theater
companies employ to bring Greek tragedy to life on modern stages. One such
technique is the use of masks, a practice inherited from the ancient Greeks
themselves. Masks allow actors to embody multiple characters, emphasizing their
universality and archetypal qualities.

Another technique is the exploration of physicality and movement. Greek
tragedies are inherently physical, with characters expressing their emotions
through exaggerated gestures and movements. Contemporary productions often
draw inspiration from physical theater and dance to enhance the expressiveness
of the performers.

Music is another powerful tool in staging Greek tragedy today. Ancient Greek
dramas were accompanied by music, and incorporating live music or
soundscapes into modern productions adds another layer of immersion and
emotional resonance.

The Impact of Staging Greek Tragedy Today



Staging Greek tragedy today has a profound impact on both the performers and
the audience. For actors, it provides a unique opportunity to explore the depths of
human emotion and confront complex moral dilemmas. The intense emotions and
dramatic conflicts depicted in Greek tragedy challenge actors to push their
boundaries and delve into the darkest aspects of the human psyche.

For the audience, experiencing a Greek tragedy can be a transformative and
cathartic experience. The themes of fate, justice, and the consequences of one's
actions are universal, and witnessing these powerful stories unfold on stage
allows for a collective reflection on our own lives and the choices we make.

Furthermore, staging Greek tragedy today fosters a sense of cultural continuity
and connection to our shared history. It reminds us that the struggles and
triumphs faced by the ancient Greeks are not so different from our own, bridging
the gap between the past and the present.

Staging Greek tragedy today is not just about reviving ancient stories; it is a way
for us to delve into the depths of human nature, connect with our shared heritage,
and explore timeless themes that continue to shape our lives. The challenges
may be daunting, but the rewards are immeasurable. By immersing ourselves in
the world of Greek tragedy, we can unleash the power of ancient drama and
witness its transformative impact on both the stage and the hearts of the
audience.
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From the stages of Broadway and London to university campuses, Paris, and the
bourgeoning theaters of Africa, Greek tragedy remains constantly in production.
This global revival, in addition to delighting audiences, has highlighted both the
promise and the pitfalls of staging ancient masterpieces in the modern age.
Addressing the issues and challenges these performances pose, renowned
classicist Simon Goldhill responds here to the growing demand for a
comprehensive guide to staging Greek tragedy today.

In crisp and spirited prose, Goldhill explains how Aeschylus, Euripides, and
Sophocles conceived their works in performance and then summarizes
everything we know about how their tragedies were actually staged. The heart of
his book tackles the six major problems facing any company performing these
works today: the staging space and concept of the play; the use of the chorus;
the actor’s role in an unfamiliar style of performance; the place of politics in
tragedy; the question of translation; and the treatment of gods, monsters, and
other strange characters of the ancient world. Outlining exactly what makes each
of these issues such a pressing difficulty for modern companies, Goldhill provides
insightful solutions drawn from his nimble analyses of some of the best recent
productions in the United States, Britain, and Continental Europe.
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One of the few experts on both Greek tragedy and contemporary performance,
Goldhill uses his unique background and prodigious literary skill to illuminate
brilliantly what makes tragedy at once so exciting and so tricky to get right. The
result will inspire and enlighten all directors and performers—not to mention the
growing audiences—of ancient Greek theater.
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