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Neo-classical dramatic theory has been a cornerstone of Western theatrical tradition for
centuries, providing a set of rules and principles that have guided playwrights and
practitioners in creating compelling and effective drama. One of the seminal texts of this
tradition is John Dryden's "An Essay on Dramatic Poesy," which offers a critical
examination of the dramatic landscape of his time and proposes a model for the ideal
play. In this essay, we will explore Dryden's theories in comparison to contemporary
perspectives on drama, highlighting both the enduring relevance of neo-classical
principles and the ways in which they have been reimagined and adapted for the
modern stage.

Background of Neo-Classical Dramatic Theory

Neo-classical dramatic theory emerged in the 17th century as a response to the
perceived excesses and disorder of Renaissance drama. Playwrights and critics sought to
impose a sense of order and decorum on the stage, drawing inspiration from the
classical models of Aristotle and the Roman playwrights. Key principles of neo-classical
theory include the concept of the unities (time, place, and action), the importance of
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verisimilitude and decorum, and the idea of the "well-made play" with a clear structure
and resolution.

John Dryden, a leading literary figure of his time, was a proponent of neo-classical
principles and sought to defend them in the face of emerging alternative forms of drama.
In "An Essay on Dramatic Poesy," Dryden engages in a dialogue with his contemporaries
about the nature of drama, arguing for the superiority of the neo-classical model over
the more experimental forms of his day. He extols the virtues of rhyme, unity of time and
place, and adherence to the unities as essential elements of a successful play.

Comparative Analysis

While Dryden's theories were influential in their time, they have been subject to critique
and revision in the centuries since. Contemporary theorists and practitioners have
challenged the rigid constraints of neo-classical dramatic theory, arguing for greater
flexibility and diversity in dramatic form. In particular, the rise of innovative playwrights
such as Bertolt Brecht and Samuel Beckett have pushed the boundaries of what is
considered acceptable in dramatic writing. One of the key differences between Dryden's
ideas and contemporary perspectives is the emphasis on realism and psychological
complexity in modern drama. While Dryden prioritized clarity and coherence in plotting,
contemporary playwrights often embrace ambiguity and fragmentation as a means of
exploring the complexities of human experience. The notion of the "well-made play" has
been replaced by a more open and experimental approach to structure and form.

Another significant departure from neo-classical theory is the rejection of the unities in
favor of a more expansive concept of time and space. Contemporary plays often take
place in multiple locations and span long periods of time, challenging traditional notions
of unity and coherence. The boundaries between comedy and tragedy have also
become more fluid, with many plays incorporating elements of both genres in a single
work.
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Reimagining Neo-Classical Principles

Although contemporary drama has moved away from many of the conventions of
neo-classical theory, there are still valuable insights to be gleaned from Dryden's ideas.
The emphasis on clear language, logical plotting, and moral purpose remains relevant in
the 21st century, even as playwrights experiment with new forms and styles. The concept
of verisimilitude, or the illusion of reality on stage, continues to be a guiding principle in
modern theater.

One way in which neo-classical principles have been reimagined for the contemporary
stage is through the incorporation of diverse voices and perspectives. While Dryden's
ideas were rooted in a Eurocentric and male-dominated worldview, modern playwrights
have embraced a more inclusive and intersectional approach to storytelling. Themes of
race, gender, class, and sexuality are central to many contemporary plays, challenging
traditional notions of hierarchy and power.

While the landscape of drama has evolved significantly since Dryden's time, the
principles of neo-classical theory continue to influence and inform contemporary theater.
By reimagining and adapting these principles for the modern stage, playwrights can
create compelling and innovative work that engages audiences in new and exciting
ways.
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