
Theatre History Unit – Grade 7 
 
4 Class Days, 2 Exam Days 
 
Caveman/Sanskrit – earliest written work 
African – Anansi tales/Native Indian 
Greek/Roman 
Medieval/Elizabethan 
Modern Theatre/Drama (radio – from plays to movies (prairie home companion, war of the worlds), tv – whose 
line is it, movies – adaptations from literature (lion king), internet – you tube) a brief mention of the forms  
 

- why these theatre types were performed and used 
- what was the purpose  
- church/government’s role in theatre 

 
Theatre terminology 
  



Theatre History 1 
 
Check in – have you seen any concerts, movies, plays, musicals or other performances lately? Do you think that 
concerts are theatre? What makes them theatre? What does theatre need? (theatre is immediate, you need an 
audience) What about dance? 
 
Caveman Theatre 
 
10,000 – 40,000 years ago, early man lived in tribes set up as hunter/gatherers and community caretakers and 
were led by shaman, chiefs, witch doctor and had much superstition involved 
 
Play: www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q1ZmZXicwugdfeature=endscreen&NR1  
 

- Rituals to celebrate tribal happenings (successful hunt, successful fight) 
- Artwork to describe what happened and honour the dead (cave paintings, shrunken heads) Why? 
- Rituals to determine placement in their community: hunter/warrior/provider/gatherer, animal spirit,  

o Dramatic events to set a person’s status (determine the strength of a warrior, mating rituals) 
 

Play: www.youtube.com/watch?v=mGgvkjV413M  
 
Sanskrit Theatre 
 

- from the cultures of greater India (used as language for Hinduism and Buddhism) 
o 14th C BCE 
o tribal, but organized into thinkers and doers 

- 1st C CE is where you find the earliest evidence of written drama 
o 3 stock characters: hero, heroine and clown 
o Romantic in nature – Why might a clown be in a romance? What purpose does it have? 

- Drama of this nature may have come from a religious nature and were performed by priests who 
performed on sacred ground and were skilled in dance, music and recitation 
 

 
  

Hero, heroine or 
clown? 



 
 
Sanskrit Tantrum Dance – still performed and taught in many dance schools.



African Theatre 
 

- Tribal communities 
o Determined place in the community: hunter, warrior, mate 

- Anansi Folk Tales 
o Similar “folk-type tales” to American Indian; where they solved how things were created 

Play – www.youtube.com/watch?v=UWU2oyqCg5o  
 

- Dance drama 
Play – www.youtube.com/watch?v=gakNnigj4Ns What is happening (competition or celebration)? Do you see 
different types of people? 

- Same dance set to modern life – note arm movements (may mimic birds and community life). 
Pantsula Dance www.youtube.com/watch?v=JEvHmLw91co  
 

- Another version of theatrics is performed by wailers at funerals who are expected to throw fits and cry 
and wail to show how much a person will be missed. 

 
American Indian 
 

- Tribal communities 
- Shamanic healing and rituals in drama forms 
- Celebrations to give tribe members a place in the community 
- Rich heritage of folk tales and honouring their gods/spirits 

o Hoop dances and drumming circles 
 

Play - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wz8qAo8N4SY  
 
Handout – Fill in the blank #1 
Handout – Native Symbols 
  



Theatre History – Cavemen/Sanskrit/African/American Indian 
 
Cavemen lived in groups called ______________________________. 
 
Their artwork showed images of _____________________________. 
 
Decisions regarding ____________________________________was part of their dramatic tellings and tribal 
gatherings. 
 
 
Sanskrit comes from the early culture of __________________. 
 
Stock characters in their plays were the ___________, the _________________, and the ___________. 
 
Early performances occurred on _________________ grounds by _________________. 
 
Printed scripts date back to _____ CE. 
 
 
African folk tales feature _______________ who was a spider. 
 
One unconventional use of theatrics was by _________________ who “performed” around funeral services. 
 
____________ was and is a big part of the drama performance as a tribe or community. 
 
 
American Indian Shaman performed ________________ regarding healing. 
 
Folk tales spoke of the ______________ that the people honoured. 
 
________ dances, ____________, and other performances occurred at pow-wows and were meant to entertain 
and tell stories of the past. 
  





Theatre History #2 
 

 
Greece 
 

- Theatre of Dionysus; Athens, Greece 
- 1500-1100 BCE by Mycean Greeks 

o Festival in April as a precursor to spring 
o Still practiced today 
o Men were the only actors, no females on stage 
o Celebration of wine (the grape harvest), song and dance 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
- 2 Major parts of the Greek Theatre (Theatron): Skene, Orchestra 
- Performed by a chorus. 

 
Watch: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JQXLPhysWqY  
 

Dionysus Festival; Bulgaria 



Roman Theatre 

 

 
- Cavea, Orchestra, Scaenae  

- pleasing the emperor, honouring the gods 
- bloodlust and separating classes and religions 

 
 
 
o Gladiators vs Lions 
 



 
 

o Gladiators vs Christians 
 

 
 
Watch: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ol67qo3WhJk 

 
- Commedia Del’Arte; Italy 

o Clowns and masks; singing, dancing, dialogue 
o Performed comedies mostly – and many plays were about the dangers of lust 
o Improvised by professional actors 
o 3 main stock characters: servant, master and lovers 

 
Watch: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=h_0TAXWt8hY  
 
 
 
Handout – Fill in the blank #2 
  



Theatre History: Greek, Roman and Italian (Commedia Del Arte) 
 

1. The festival that takes place at the beginning of spring is called The Festival of __________________. 
 

2. The 2 major parts of the Greek theatre are the __________, and the _____________. 
 

3. ________________did not take part in the performances. Only _____________ were allowed on stage. 

 
4. Roman theatre was about pleasing the _______________ and honouring the ________________. 

 
5. Many plays focused on the themes of ______________ and separating classes and _______________.  

 
6. The emperors and upper class got a front row seat in the ___________________. 

 
 

 
7. Commedia Dell’Arte comes from _____________. 

 
 

8. Commedia Dell’Arte includes stock characters that fit into three categories: _______________, 
_________________ and _______________.  

 
9. ______________was the central theme for most plays but they also performed plays about the dangers 

of______________. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Theatre History 3 
 
Elizabethan/Shakespearean Theatre 
 

 
 

- Open air performances (originally on wagons stationed outside churches/cathedrals) 
- Performed by men 
 
- Visual details of the theatre 

o Proscenium arch 
§ Purpose of this: backdrops, realism, lights 

o Back of stage was higher than the front (upstage and downstage) 
o Stage was lit with lights at the front of the stage (footlights) 

 
- Styles of plays 

o Allegorical/morality 
o Biblical 
o Comedy 
o Tragedy 
o History 
o Biography 
 

Romeo and Juliet: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6S6IJWilpx4  
Hamlet: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4sj1MT05lAA  
Twelfth Night: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D4OhwrMidSU  
 



- The Globe Theatre 
o Terms of the modern theatre 
o Cyclorama, fly gallery, vomitorium, wings, stage right/left, apron, thrust stage, lighting, front of 

house, house,  
 
 
Label Your Diagram 

 
 
 
 
- Hold on to this info for your Theatre History test 

 
Dates of the test: 

 
 
Handout – Fill in the blank #3 
Handout – Label the Globe Theatre  



Theatre History: Elizabethan/Shakespeare 
 

1. The ______________ Arch was becoming more common in theatres. 

2. This arch was used to hide _____________ and ______________. 

3. The stage was slanted which created ______________ and ______________. 

4. _____________, _______________ and ________________ are some of the types of plays found in 

Elizabethan theatre. 

5. In order to light the actors _____________ were placed at the front of the stage. 

 

  



Label the Globe Theatre 

 
Draw an arrow and label these parts of the theatre:  

Cyclorama, footlights, Proscenium arch, gallery, thrust stage, vomitorium (wings), house, fly gallery, stage 
right, stage left, apron 

 



 

Theatre History 4 



Japanese Theatre 
 

- Kabuki 
o Traditionally performed entirely by men 
o Popular entertainment  

§ Linked to exaggerated expression for dramatic 
effect 

§ Popular performances include tales of revenge 
and loyalty 

o Linked to prostitution 
 
 
 
 

- Bunraku  
o Puppet theatre 

§ No strings 
§ Puppets are large – about one-half life size 
§ Puppet are operated by 3 puppeteers 

o Bunraku plays are historical and deal with the 
conflicts of social obligations and human emotions 

 
 
 

- Noh Theatre 
o Japanese claim it is the oldest existing form of theatre 
o It is a combination of performing arts including a dance called dengaku 

§ It is a combination of song, dialogue (mostly poetry & prose), music and dance. 
o Acting troupes were patronized as shrines and temples because their performances were sermons 

as much as they were entertainment. 
o Often performed outside but usually in a large theatre venue 

 
o Actors 

§ Shi-te – principal actor (centre stage) 
• Costumed in a mask and elaborate 

costume (5 layers of it!) 
• Last to arrive on stage 
• May change his mask mid-performance to 

reveal true self 
§ Tsure – companion (stage left) 
§ Waki – secondary actor (far right) 

o No scenary, just props 
 
 
 

o Plays (5 types) – VERY LONG 
§ Gods 
§ Warriors  
§ Beautiful women 
§ Various figures (modern figures or crazy women) 
§ Demons 

 
Watch: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o--VbWf6M0c  



Mask Activity 
 

- Group into 4 students,  
 

- Each student chooses a mask 
 

o Using blank mask on a stick, colour the mask to suit a character 
§ Gods 
§ Warriors  
§ Beautiful women 
§ Various figures (modern figures or crazy women) 
§ Demons 

 
- Act out a scenario WITHOUT WORDS (may use musical sounds) using mask and body movement 

 
- Perform for yourselves, perform for other groups in the last week of class. 

 
Please leave your masks behind for us! 
 
Handout – Fill in the blank #4 
Handout – Laminated Noh masks 
  



Theatre History: Japanese Theatre 
 
Kabuki:  
-Traditionally performed entirely by men 
- Popular form of entertainment linked to exaggerated expression for dramatic effect. 
- Popular performances included tales of revenge and loyalty. 
- Also linked to prostitution 
 
Bunraku: 
- Puppet theatre 

o Without strings 
o Large puppets that were about half the size of real people 
o Puppets were operated by 3 puppeteers 

- Bunraku plays are historical and deal with the conflicts of social obligations and human emotions. 
 
Noh Theatre: 

- Japanese claim that it is the oldest existing form of theatre 
- Combination of performing arts including a dance called Dengaku (combination of song, dialogue, 

music and dance) 
- Often performed outside but was also done in large theatre venues 
- Actors:  

o She-ti: principal actor (centre stage), costume and mask were both very elaborate (often 
consisted of 5 layers of costume), last to arrive on stage, sometimes changed his mask mid-
performance to reveal his true identity 

o Tsure: companion (stage left) 
o Waki: secondary actor (far right) 

- Plays (5 types) VERY LONG  
o Gods 
o Warriors 
o Beautiful women 
o Various figures (modern figures or crazy women) 
o Demons 

 
  



 

  
 

  
 


