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Aims: This study aims to trace the evolution of English drama as a
product of socio-cultural and political transformations across distinct
historical periods. It seeks to identify how communication strategies and
models, alongside ideological currents, have shaped dramatic structure
and style over time.

Methodology and Approaches: The paper adopts a historical-analytic
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facilitated metatheatrical approaches that challenged the “‘fourth wall.”
Conclusion and Suggestions: Modern drama emerges as an experimental,
pluralistic field reflecting the complex web of historical forces: it rejects
singular narrative conventions, foregrounds individual and collective
crises, and continually redefines the actor—audience relationship. Future
research might explore regional adaptations of these global trends or
investigate how digital media further transforms dramatic expression.
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Drama has a rich and extensive history, seemingly as ancient as human civilization itself.
“Man is a social animal” (Aristotle 2), and performance, play, or storytelling would have
contributed to the earliest forms of socialization in humans. Richard Schener claims that
storytelling comes with the discovery of language to humans and has helped them to
locate themselves in collective linear identities around which they have been able to
construct civilizations. Performance, plays, and storytelling have been an integral part of
any culture or tradition and play a significant role in the construction of collective
memories. The very foundation and construction of any memory is situated around art in
the form of design, architecture, sculpture, painting, storytelling, poetry, dance and
music. Art encompasses a broad spectrum of human activities and has consistently
offered insights into the nature of our civilization.

Communities are constructed through historical cultural and political processes
which lead to shared narratives, such as historical myths, commemorative practices and
symbols that construct collective memories binding the communities or civilizations
together. These collective memories are created through the arts. For example, religion
has played a crucial role in human civilizations. It has had a profound impact in bringing
people together. The construction of religion in the form of collective myth, history or
culture is done through art, songs, epics, poetry, dance, music, rituals, sculptures,
paintings and architecture, which provide essence and meaning to religion. Since it
incorporates various art forms to narrate the story, it becomes an effective tool to
illustrate and project the collective myth, history or culture of a community or
civilization, and that is why it becomes an important area to explore by academicians and
scholars to understand the evolution of human beings across cultures and through
civilizations.

Drama has been confined to literary studies by academia, but it needs to be
analyzed beyond it; it is a temporal, social and spiritual act and needs to be perceived
through its relation to culture, society, history, and stage and theatre of the times in which
it is performed. In the words of Tom F Driver:

The act of performing the play in the theatre becomes a miniature reflection of

historical action taking place within the limits imposed by the conventions of the

theatre. The theatre tends to reflect the assumptions of its age regarding time and
history because it is on the one hand a narrative of temporal events, and on the
other hand an enactment taking place within moment of time. The mimetic
instinct is confined to no single nation; it is universal in its appeal and reveals
itself as one of the most primitive of human emotions. It is the earliest of

imitative arts. (Driver gtd. in Shepherd-Barr 3)
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Western theatre locates its theatrical roots in Athens, Greece, in religious rites performed
to worship Dionysus, the god of fertility and procreation. Drama in England began
around the tenth century in the form of medieval theatre originating from religious
services to the Church, theatre in the hands of clergy was used as an instrument to teach
and explain the doctrinal truths of religion to the ignorant masses, which led to the
growth of Mystery, Miracle, and Morality plays. In India, the roots of theatre are in a
treatise written in Sanskrit by Bharat, known as Natyashastra, which is also linked to
religion. Theatre in every culture traces its roots in the scriptures of its religion, which
also suggests that religion and rituals have been ancient methods around which
communities and groups were formed. As humans moved towards material and social
growth and development, settlements were organized on various systems such as
feudalism, monarchy, anarchy, empire, nation, dictatorship, democracy, and they got
reflected in the drama of their times. Drama reflected the sensibilities of the period in
which it was written and performed. In the words of Gassner:
there is not a single human impulse, moral or otherwise, that cannot be
associated with the growth of the stage, the masters of the drama are the children
of life the first playwright began indeed as a player and a magic maker. But he
gradually took the whole world of experience and thought for his field....in
copying movements or gestures, repeating sounds, and employing human,
animal and even vegetable disguises, primitive man was instinctively bringing
himself in touch with his environment. Furthermore, in playing he was not only
discharging energy but preparing himself for purposeful action...Man danced out
his desires until the pantomimic dance became the most finished early form of
drama.... The playwright leads the pantomime since the form and execution of
the performances requires a guiding intellect... he is also a social philosopher,
for it is he who organizes the performance as a commercial activity and extends
the psychological reality of commune.” (6-7).
Drama has passed from one generation to another, reflecting the ‘human impulse’,
showcasing the evolution and decay of human civilizations, their accomplishment and
failure, drama tends to create memories of human endeavor and the existential dilemma
which it has discovered after achieving what it had aspired for, as Hamlet says,
What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite in faculty, In
form and moving how express and admirable, in action how like an angel, In
apprehension how like a god! The beauty of the world! The paragon of animals!

And yet, to me, what is this quintessence of dust? (Shakespeare 82)
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Drama serves as a powerful and artistic form of storytelling that reflects the journey of
human change shaped by actions. Throughout this journey, individuals often encounter
new insights, feelings of anger, or the unsettling realization of their own insignificance
and the lack of consequences for their actions. Drama has continually evolved in its
storytelling methods to authentically represent human experience, including the struggles
and suffering that people endure. In ancient Greece, the focus was on kings and queens,
often highlighting their poor choices and the resulting hardships, as well as the folly of
overestimating their own power, which ultimately led to their downfall and became
subjects of ridicule. In the Medieval period, stories were narrated about saints and the
Christian way of life. The Elizabethan period was about a man driven by the Renaissance
spirit, who brought himself to the centre but was unable to hold himself. The more he
tried to hold the centre through his actions, the more strongly the centre fell. The
Restoration Period brought back the repressed emotions of the Commonwealth era,
leading to the emergence of the comedy of manners. With the Industrial Revolution,
communication transformed, and as scientific advancements and machinery became
integral to human life, they altered how people lived, expressed, and felt emotions. This
shift resulted in innovative developments in drama, influencing its subjects, themes,
structures, and styles. This article aims to analyze drama through a literary orientation,
particularly for academic spaces. The examination will focus on the various elements that
define drama, exploring themes, character development, and the use of language. By
adopting this perspective, this study seeks to deepen the understanding of dramatic works
and their significance in the literary canon. Drama, in literary terms, is a composition
involving conflict, action, crisis, and an atmosphere meant to be performed on stage by
players for the audience. M H Abrahms in his Glossary of Literary Terms defines drama
as “the form of composition designed for performance in the theatre, in which actors take
the roles of the characters, perform the indicated actions and utter the written dialogue”
(Abrams and Harpham 69)

Aristotle suggests plot (Mythos), Character(Ethos), Thought ( Dianoia),
Diction(Lexis), Melody(melos), Spectacle(opsis) which are presented through actors on
stage operating within the limits of space and time, though the modern dramatists have
challenged these concepts.(Aristotle 55) The act of performance in theatre reflects the
history of the times in which it is performed through its dialogues, philosophy, structure
and dramaturgy. Modern Drama has broken conventions of traditional theatre, and
several styles, issues and themes have become focal points of playwrights and dramatists.
It is the most chaotic and productive time in literary history, with advent of industrial

revolution, which shifted Europe from agrarian economy to machine driven, reshaped not
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only the economy but also psychology, culture, communication, demography and human
existence, leading to feeling of alienation and isolation disrupting the very fabric of
community hood. Industrialization led to urbanization and eruption of working class, the
steam engine, networks of railways and telegraph transformed the perception of time,
place and communication, it led to a new kind of psychological stress and sense of
constant change, this influenced the pace of life and created immediacy and connectivity
as important notions in collective social behavior. Industrialisation led to the creation of
capitalism and transformed society from community-based to more individualistic,
creating a sense of alienation of humans from themselves.

The alienation and exploitation of the working class, which was an outcome of
the industrial revolution, was critiqued by the seminal works of Karl Marx, who critiques
capitalism by providing an argument regarding the constant struggle between the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat. The theories propounded by Karl Marx in his works, such
as Communist Manifesto, The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Napoleon, A Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy and Das Kapital, laid the foundation for socialist and
communist movements.

Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species marked a significant shift in human
thought from supernaturalism and religious explanation about human nature to empirical
and scientific enquiry. The theory of evolution from natural selection challenged the
established religious doctrines and traditional explanations of creation. Darwin’s ideas
revolutionized the understanding of life and its relationship with Earth and gave rise to
philosophers’ enquiry into human place, the struggle for existence, and the fragility of
life. His theories created profound changes in the social and cultural fabric of Europe. It
provided a path for modern disciplines such as biology, Anthropology, psychology and
created discourse on human nature, competition and adaptation.

Feminism and the ‘woman' question have reshaped society and the way gender
has been in the last two centuries, which is visible in modern drama. Feminism has been
understood in three phases, depending on the issues and rights advocated for the women
in different time frames, first wave of feminism is considered to be from late 18" century
to early 20" century, focusing on legal rights, education and suffrage, the phase
questioned the roles in which women were confined by the patriarchal structure, and led
to social reforms. The second wave of feminism, which is roughly from the 1960s to the
1980s, moved ahead with the ‘women's question” and created discourse on issues such as
sexuality, reproductive rights, and workplace equality. The third wave is from the 1990s
onwards and lays emphasis on intersectionality, questioning how race, class, caste and

other identities intersect with gender. The wave also led to a reexamination of the
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traditional literary canon, the creation of women-centric narration, and the emergence of
feminist literary criticism. Modern theatre also became a platform to raise women’s
questions.

Psychoanalysis transformed our understanding of the human mind and society. In
the late 19" century and early 20" century, Sigmund Freud, in his Interpretation of
Dreams, stated that human behavior and thoughts are the outcome of unconscious desires
and conflict and challenged conventional views on the human mind and rationality
through theories associated with the unconscious, repression, defense mechanisms, and
the Oedipus Complex. This created inner working of the mind as the subject of inquiry
by philosophers, artists, dramatists and writers, which altered the collective worldview of
the society, reflecting on the idea that human behavior and action are beyond conscious
control and are controlled by hidden forces somewhere between the subconscious and the
unconscious.

The two world wars had a profound impact on every aspect of society, literature
and art, reshaping cultural and artistic expression. The large scale of destruction, loss of
lives, ultimately leading to immense pain and suffering, became the reason for collective
psychological trauma, which led to disillusionment and rejection of traditional values and
structures. The fractured post-World War psyche was reflected through themes of
alienation and fragmentation explored by the artists and writers. Writers indulged in
themes of existentialism through the projection of absurdism in a war-torn world through
the works of Albert Camus, Jean Paul Sartre and Samuel Beckett. Writers tend to become
more introspective and critical about human nature and its relationship with the action
he/she performed to create meaning in the absurdist world. Conventional morality and
traditional religious and social beliefs were challenged, leading to individualism and
existentialism. Existentialists such as Jean Paul Sartre and Albert Camus claimed that life
lacks meaning, which led writers to explore themes of anxiety, alienation, breakdown of
communication and absurdity of existence.

Modern drama comprises all the ideas discussed above and even more; it is
difficult to confine modern drama into one narrow domestic linear definition, as it is an
outcome of so many events, movements, thoughts and philosophical enquiries. Modern
drama can be marked by its innovation and experimentation, which defines the growth
and decay of civilisation. The drama which initiates itself from the romantic notion of
liberty, fraternity and equality comes to human misery of isolation, alienation and
absurdity which human beings have suffered due to individualism. Rejection of tradition
was the call for the stage as it was in poetry and other forms of literary genre, to “make it

new”, modern drama went through several transformations and changes, everyone tried to
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relocate and discover the relationship between text, actors and audience on stage. Modern
drama experienced an outrage over Ibsen’s The Ghosts, and riots happened after Ubu Roi
and The Playboy of the Western World, Waiting for Godot and Look Back in Anger
created a sense of discomfort for the audience, modern drama tested the audience and
actors by taking them to extremes. The period moves from the early modernist period of
the 1880s to post-World War developments to contemporary times; it is difficult to limit
or demarcate the modern period as the dramaturgists practicing during the modern period
have their influence till now. Samuel Beckett is considered a modernist and post-
modernist playwright. Individual plays and productions under the direction of certain
dramatists changed the way drama was looked at before the modern period. Theorists
such as Emile Zola, Konstantin Stanislavski, Antonin Artaud, Meyerhold and Bertolt
Brecht have been influential in contemporary times.

Modern drama is an outcome of a complex web of forces; it cannot be
determined by how it's written. What themes does it reflect? What is the philosophy it
projects? But also, how is it staged and performed? With actors being able to perform
under electricity lights around 1880’s, creating a sense of imaginary fourth wall between
the actors and the audience by placing audience in all darkness and actors fully lit, they
had the scope portraying more subtle emotions and playing the characters as real as
possible, creating an illusion as in plays of Henrik 1bsen, to moreover breaking down this
illusion of fourth wall, an directly interacting or addressing the audience in Brecht’s epic
theatre. Modern drama has seen all the conventions of narrating a story, from well-made
play of Ibsen which has established conventions of Beginning, middle and end to
characters making long speeches advocating an idea or establishing a belief in drama of
ideas of GB Shaw, modern drama has experienced the episodic style of scene creation
comprising of episodes in Brecht’s epic theatre along with songs creating his epic theatre,
and Samuel Beckett’s three act conventions where hardly any change of setting or place
takes place.

Every playwright or dramatist in modern drama has experimented and created
their own approach and method to convey to the audience about life and society in which
they exist. Modern drama was an outcome of the two wars, the economic depression, the
technological advancement led by industrialization, emergence of conflict between
religion and science, and philosophies and new approaches of understanding human
beings, their relationship with environment and other individuals, this led to development
of Realist drama, naturalist drama, Kitchen sink drama, absurd drama, drama of ideas,
epic theatre, theatre of cruelty, comedy of menace, dark comedy, etc. The motives and

choices for playwrights and dramatists were different from those of their predecessors, so
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the orientation and structuring also differed; this provided a common ground for
experimentation and innovation. Modern drama can be projected through the lines from
Samuel Beckett, “Ever tried. Ever failed. No matter. Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”
(Beckett 44).

Modern drama can also be called the Renaissance of British theatre. It can be
easily viewed and understood in two phases- the early 20" century (pre-war drama) and
the later 20th century (post-war drama). The common thread of modern dramatists was
not the action but the idea; they tried to define the stage as an expression of the political,
social, individual and metaphysical conditions of human beings. Modern drama brought
actors to the focus and stage setting, and other details were minimized and shifted to the
background. The period also became crucial for the development of several movements
in paintings, such as symbolism, impressionism, expressionism, cubism, and realism,
which had their influence on the modern stage. The modern drama was not confined to
the English region but was erupting from different corners of Europe.

Two important movements associated with initial modern drama are Realism and
Naturalism, the former aims to present a truthful depiction of everyday life, whereas
Naturalism is influenced by scientific determinism. Prominent dramatists and plays
associated with the movements are Henrik Ibsen, Emile Zola and August Strindberg.
Ibsen’s 4 Doll’s House and Ghosts challenged the Victorian conventions of ‘angel of the
house’, and projected dramatized repression. Ibsen abandoned verse writing and shifted
to prose, portraying everyday speech and psychological complexity present in the speech
and language of the characters. A Doll’s House depicts the themes of women's
confinement through social norms and conventions, the idea of new women, it questions
the institution of marriage and how the illusion of domestic bliss is constructed within the
structure of marriage. Nora Helmer is symbolized as a ‘doll’, confined in the patriarchal
framework of house, which dictates and controls her behaviour in marriage and public
life. The play ends with Nora taking a revolutionary decision of breaking away from the
shackles and illusion of marriage by walking out of her husband’s house, reflecting her
transformation from subservient doll-wife to individual aspiring for her selfhood, identity
and emancipation. Another famous play, Ghosts, presents the taboo of venereal disease
and hereditary guilt. The play deals with the themes of the burden of the legacy and
critiques the hypocrisy of social morality. The play can be perceived as an extension of
the issues present in the Doll’s House, that a women who confines herself to patriarchal
structures and marriage end up being a victim of it and leads to tragedy.

Naturalism was another movement advocated by a novelist and dramatist, Emile

Zola, based on Darwinian ideas; he believed that theatre should be like a scientific
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laboratory for testing and observing human behaviour shaped by heredity, space and
environment, which led to drama led by the philosophy of determinism, such as August
Strindberg’s Miss Julie. Playwrights such as GB Shaw and Oscar Wilde took realism to
the next level by infusing wit and social criticism. Wild’s The Importance of Being
Earnest parodied Victorian morality, while GB Shaw’s Mrs Warren'’s Profession brought
prostitution to the centre stage to critique capitalism. The Russian playwright Anton
Chekhov with his unique ability to display quiet emotional suffering through his passive
characters and mundane dialogues, created the genre of psychological realism, blurring
the line between comedy and tragedy, in plays such as The Seagull, Uncle Vanya, The
Three Sisters and The Cherry Orchard. Psychology became so important for Chekhov’s
theatre that it was important to focus on the subtext rather than the action of the
characters in the play. This unique display of subtext was created through actors who
provided immense psychological depth to the characters by relying on emotional memory
and the system of acting created by Konstantin Stanislavski at the Moscow Art Theatre.
Stanislavski’s system of acting became the foundation for modern theatre performances.
Psychology became one of the prominent ideas associated with 20th-century art and
literature, which was depicted through theatre of naturalism, realism, symbolism and
expressionism. August Strindberg in The Dream Play used surreal imagery and episodic
structure to reveal the subconscious fears, metaphysical dilemmas, and anxieties of the
characters and society.

Modern period also experienced the rise of female playwrights such as Elizabeth
Robins, Florence Bell, Minna Canth and Susan Glaspell who explored the themes of
infanticide, maternal despair, societal constraints on women leading to their repression
and confinement, the idea of New Women became central issue on the stage, The early
20" century drama focused the gender politics and social issues, creating a feminist
theatre germinating modern values and the voices to the marginalized and repressed
section of the society, ultimately unsettling the traditional audience, who saw theatre as a
mode to entertainment.

The audience's perception of theatre was questioned by playwrights such as Luigi
Pirandello and Bertolt Brecht. Pirandello with his meta theatre- a self-reflexive mode
which tore down the well-worn tropes of realism, and Brecht with his Epic theatre
transformed theatre spaces into an intellectual arena where the audience needs to watch
the play with reasoning and logic rather than empathy and overflow of emotion.
Pirandello through his Six Characters in Search of an Author broke down the traditional
boundaries between performance and the audience by making characters come out of the

script into rehearsal process, this trope employed by Pirandello forced the audience to
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reconsider the nature of theatrical representation, where characters exist independently of
their author, challenging the very idea of authorship, identity and truth. The conventions
of traditional theatre of early modern drama, such as illusion and the fourth wall, are
broken in the theatre of Pirandello and Brecht. Brecht’s Epic theatre and theory of
Alienation Effect (Verfremdungseffekt) also creates a meta theatre, when Brecht
intentionally disrupts the emotional engagement and involvement of the audience by
constructing devices such as direct address, placards, songs, narrators, and episodic
structure. His theatre intends to create spectators who would see his plays as commentary
on the issues he tends to raise in the play, and makes sure that the spectators are watching
aplay and not a reality. For example, Brecht in Three Penny Opera uses music and songs
not only to entertain but to comment on the social inequities and moral ambiguities of
society reflected in the narrative. Metatheatre provided structure for modern aesthetic
innovation and political critique, suggesting a reflection or action to be taken by the
spectators on the issues presented in the plays rather than merely empathizing and going
through the process of catharsis. Metatheatre became a mode of expression that attempts
to mirror the existential uncertainties of the 20th century by questioning authorship and
the dynamic relationship of the audience with the stage, transforming into a self-
conscious art form.

The voices on stage of post-world war emerged from Europe and America,
reflecting on the issues concerning human beings torn apart due to instability in human
relationships, economy and society, focusing on ordinary and downtrodden people. The
plays focused on the inner lives of characters struggling with economic hardships,
displacement, social, cultural and political disillusionment. Modern drama became a
space for an open interrogation of ideas such as trauma, memory, existential crisis and
collective identity. Major works such as John Osborne’s Look Back in Anger, Samuel
Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, Bertolt Brecht’s Mother Courage and Her Children,
Eugene O’ Neil’s Iceman Cometh, Arthur Miller’s The Death of a Salesman, Tennessee
William’s A Streetcar Named Desire, Edward Albee’s Zoo Story, Edward Bond’s Saved
and Harold Pinter’s The Caretaker to name a few, have explored and expressed the
human deterioration, fragmentation and alienation in the war torn world, suffering from
economic depression and breakdown of established structures. These plays epitomize the
struggle and sense of meaninglessness in the life of everyman.

Modern plays represent the hollow dreams, misguided hopes, and commitment to
the idea of success that leads to the tragedy of the common man. The disillusionment and
societal backlash due to the failure of the past and no vision and direction for the future

deep-seated the desire to transform, redefine and reshape the way art was created,
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perceived and presented. The characters of such time are not merely a product of their
environments but are active agents of struggle against the social, political and economic
injustice, representing larger and broader anxieties about culture, politics, identity and
society of the modern period. The Modern period reflects the conflict between the
isolated, alienated individual self and the external pressure exerted by fragmented,
broken-down social structures of modern society. The hero of modern drama rejects the
convention of the Aristotelian model and asserts and seeks his/her own truth, hence
cancelling out the structural nuance of constructing a single truth created through a single
structure and pattern, and creating multiple truths presented and constructed with multiple

structures and dramaturgies.
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