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The dramatic festivals in ancient Athens: how the
jury decided the best play!-The democratic
perspective

Dr Vasileios Tsiotras




Drama is the child of democracy

» Greek tragedy was essentially Athenian tragedy.

» The works of ancient Greek drama were written by
Athenians,

» and performed for the benefit of the citizens of
Athens

» at the Festival of God Dionysus,
» in the golden age of Tragedy, 470 BC to 400 BC.

» During this period Athens was undergoing a
revolution of social, political and cultural change: the
invention of democracy.




Drama is the child of democracy

» It is critical to appreciate that Athenian tragedy was
written in a city which was a democracy, the world's
first democracy,

» Tragedy as drama evolved as a full part of this new
political system and of the cultural innovations that

taking place at the same time.




The Great Dionysia

» All tragedies were originally composed for N
performance at a single event in a single competition:

» The Great Dionysia, a spring festival, a celebration in
honor of the god Dionysus,

» held annually for 6 consecutive days at the end of
February and beginning of March

» The Great Dionysia was perhaps the most important
festival in the Athenian calendar.

» It was a festival which allowed Athens to demonstrate
to its colonies, and allies that it was a huge cultural
center.

» It took place at the time of the re—open_infg of the
sailing season, when ships could set sail from their
harbors at the end of winter.




The festivals

» Three tragedy poets competed at the festival,
each presenting three tragedies and a satyr
play (a tetralogy) over the course of a day;

» five comedy poets each presented one play
on the last day of the festival.

» The playwrights not only wrote their plays,
they also directed and prepared the actors.

» They taught the plays to the rest of their
companies.
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The judges
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» After the performances, everyone wrote their
judgment on a board/piece of pottery/ostracon.

» The plates were put into a ballot box from which
five were drawn.

» From these, depending on the votes received by
each play, the final result emerged.
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The democratic perspective

» Who is the most appropriate and qualified to
judge and decide which is the best play in the
dramatic contests?

» People chosen by lot or by chance?

» Aristotle, Democracy is a form of government in
which people choose leaders by lot or by voting.

» Or The experts who know the art of the theater
and its conventions?

» auovool Boat TTAnBoLC
» H yvwun Twv TTOAAWV> <N YVWHN TWV ELOLKWV




The democratic perspective

» According to philosopher Plato, the common
people do not have musical and theatrical
education sufficient to judge the aesthetic

perfection of a play (Guovoot Boxt TTANOoOLC).

» The opinion of the majority < the opinion of
the experts
» The decision making at the dramatic festivals

was something like a poll today, i.e. a survey
of public opinion and not a survey of experts.




» Let’s try to revive the judgement procedure.

» We will watch three short videos of modern times
performances of tragedies.

» Watch and choose what play you like most.

» https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yaW17McdcBU
(Euripides,Helene)

» https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KQldnPMRvvQ
(Sophocles, Antigone)

» https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=usrpFK61hsA
(Aeschylus Persians)

» Only ten of you will vote.

» Write the name of the play and put it inside the ballot box,
which is a ceramic vessel.

» We will only draw five votes from the ballot box.
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