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Abstract 

How were the texts of Greek drama used in the productions of their performances? They consist 
only of the words spoken or sung during the performance. In their ancient form they had no stage 

directions or speaker assignments. They were composed to be performed at festivals in Athens, with 
the aim of winning one specific dramatic contest. This all suggests that the poet needed to be 

present to instruct the actors, both in who should say what and in the actions he had envisioned 
should take place on stage. Hence, he would not have much concern for how the text would be used 

after the first performance, either for readers or for re-performances. This is also the prevailing 
scholarly view. 

In this lecture I will address some of the problems with this view and suggest an alternative 
interpretation of the role that dramatic texts had in the production of ancient performances. First, 
how is it possible that texts that were composed for one occasion only, containing only the verbal 
layer of a complex performance work, have been preserved and had such an impact on Western 

culture as they have had? Second, if the poets had no concern for future readers or performances, 
should we not expect the dramatic texts, spoken words severed from the non-verbal content on 

stage, at least at times, to fail to convey complete situations and stories? 

My solution to these problems is to abandon the idea that dramatic poetry is purely occasional. By 
close reading of dramatic texts, I have seen that it is possible to determine who the speaker is at any 
time, without any speaker assignments or indications of change of speaker. It is also clear that this is 
a deliberate feature of the text. This means that the poets envisioned a future life for their dramatic 
poetry. Why, then, do texts not provide more information about the staging, for example by being 

accompanied by stage directions and speaker assignments? The answer to this is that dramatic 
poetry adheres to a mimetic ideal, where the lack of instructions opens up a creative room for the 

actors. The mimetic form of drama is an aesthetic device which incites actors to engage their bodily 
imagination to embody the characters they are representing, much in the same way that the literary 

device ‘show, don’t tell’ activates the imagination of readers. Although the dramatic text provides 
the information needed to understand what is going on in the situations of the drama, it minimizes 

the use of internal ‘stage directions’, where characters talk about what they themselves or other 
characters are doing, or how it is done. Such directions would allow the actors to take an intellectual 
approach to the acting, instead of being led to an immediate response to the words that should be 

uttered. The result, when successfully done, is a more authentic expression.   
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