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Theatre of the ancients, the Greeks and Romans lent a wider meaning to the word theatre than we do; by this term we understand only an elevated space where the actor appears, and where the action takes place; whereas the ancients understood by it the whole enclosure common to both the players and spectators.

The theatre for them was a vast and magnificent place, accompanied by long porticos, covered galleries, and beautiful alleys planted with trees, where people walked while waiting for the event.

Their theatre was divided into three main areas that included all of the others and which formed, as it were, three different spaces; that of the actors that they generally called the skene, that of the audience, that they called in particular the theatron; and the orchestra which was, for the Greeks, the area where one would find the mimes and dancers, but that served for the Romans to seat the senators and vestals.

To come initially to a general understanding of the location of these three areas, and thus the design of the whole theatre, one must remark that its layout consisted on one side of two semi-circles centered on a single point, but of different diameters, and on the other of a large square, half as big; because it was this that established the shape and divided the space at the same time.  The area within the two semi-circles was meant for the audience:  the square at the end was that which belonged to the others; and the space that remained in the middle, was what they called the orchestra.
Thus the interior of the theatres was circular on one side and square on the other; and as they were always made up of two or three colonnades, the theatres that had but one or two graduated tiers, had only two colonnades; but the large theatres always had three of them each one elevated above the other; in such a way as one could say that these porticos formed the basis of the structure:  one could enter not only beneath these arcades at the same level as the orchestra, and climb to the different tiers of the theatre, but in addition the rows where the people sat were constructed against the interior wall; and the highest of these porticos was intended for spectators.  From there women watched the spectacle away from the sun and harsh air, because the rest of the theatre was uncovered and performances took place in the middle of the day.
For the tiers where the people sat, they extended from the bottom of this last portico and descended to the level of the orchestra; and as the orchestra was more or less the same size as the theatres, the circumference of the tiers, was also more or less proportionally as large; but they increased in length with each level, because they went up further and further away from the centre.

In the large theatres there were as many as three tiers and each one had nine rows, including the landing which formed a separation, and allowed for moving around; but as this landing took up the space of two rows, there were only seven left where one could sit, and each tier, therefore, had only seven rows of seats.  Thus when one reads that noblemen occupied the first fourteen rows of the theatre, it means the first and second tiers, where the third was kept for people in the upper portico, and the orchestra was, as we have already said, reserved for the senators and vestals.
One must, nevertheless, note that these distinctions of rank did not begin at the same time; as it was, according to Livy, in the year 568 that the senate became separated from the people at events, and it was not until 685, under the leadership of L. Metellus and of Q. Martius, that the roscia law assigned the first fourteen rows of the theatre to noblemen.  It was not even until Augustus, that women were initially separated from the men, to watch the performance from the third portico.

The entrances, through which the people spread out across the rows, were so situated between the staircases, that each one corresponded from above to one of these entrances; and that all of these entrances were located towards the bottom, in the middle of the rows that these staircases separated.  There were a total of thirty-nine of these entrances and staircases; and there were alternatively six of one and seven of the other at each level, meaning seven entrances and six staircases at the first, seven staircases and six entrances at the second, and seven entrances and six staircases at the third level.
But as these staircases were really only slightly elevated to facilitate climbing up to the rows where one sat, they were integrated in the rows themselves, and were only half their height and width.  On the other hand, the landings that separated the levels, were twice their width, and took the place of an empty row; in such a way as that which was above was two times higher than the others; all of these rows had to be so accurately aligned that a cord stretched from the bottom to the top would touch all of the limits.

Beneath these tiers were situated the passages through which one entered the orchestra, and the staircases that led to different levels of the theatre; and as part of these stairs led to the tiers, and the others to the porticos, it was necessary that they be constructed differently; but they were all equally wide, completely disengaged from each other, and without detour, such that the people did not feel rushed when leaving.
To this point, the theatre of the Greeks and that of the Romans were entirely similar, and the former had not only the same general structure, but even the same particular dimensions; and there was no distinguishing this part of their theatre, except by the bronze vases that the Greeks placed there, to ensure that everything said on stage would be distinctly heard by everyone.  This particular use was introduced next by the Romans in their stone theatres.  See theatre vase.
The Greeks established much order in the seating arrangement, and the Romans imitated them in this as well.  In Greece the magistrates in the theatre were separated from the people, and the place they occupied was called βουλουτικός:  young people were also seated in a particular place, called ἐφηβικός; and the women watched the performance from the third portico; but aside from these, there were reserved places where only some were allowed to sit, and that actually belonged to certain individuals.  These places were passed down within families and were only granted to those who had done great service to the state.  These were what the Greeks called προεδρίας, and it is easy to understand based on this name, that these were the prime seats in the theatre, that is to say the closest to the orchestra, because the orchestra was, as we have said, one of the areas reserved for the actors where the Greeks were concerned, whereas they were for the senators and vestals in the Roman tradition.

But although the orchestra had different functions for the two nations, the structure was nevertheless, approximately the same, generally speaking.  As it was located between the two other parts of the theatre, of which one was circular and the other square, it took its shape from each of them and took up all of the space in between.  Its size varied as a result according to the size of the theatres; but its height was always double its length because of its shape, and its height was precisely the half-diameter of the entire edifice.
The skene, for the Romans, was divided in the same way as it was for the Greeks, in three parts, where the location, proportions and uses were the same as they were in the Greek theatres.
The first and most considerable part was accurately called the skene, and gave its name to the whole area.  It was a large building façade that stretched from one side of the theatre to the other, and upon which all decorations were placed.  This façade had on either side two small wings, slightly turned in that stood at the outside of this part; from each of these wings stretched a large curtain similar to that of our theatres, and meant for the same uses, but the movement of which was very different; because instead of our curtain rising at the beginning of a play, and falling at the end of the performance, because it is folded in the centre, the curtain of the ancients was lowered to set the scene and raised during the intermissions to prepare the next spectacle, because it was folded on the theatre in such a way as to raise and lower the curtain signified exactly the opposite for them as it does for us today.  See theatre curtain.
The second part of the skene, that the Greeks called indifferently προσκηνίον and λομείον, the Romans proscenium and pulpitum, in French l’avant-scène, was a large empty space at the front of the stage where the actors came to perform the play, and which, by means of decoration, represented a public space, a simple crossroads, or some country area, but always an open-air space; because all the plays of the ancients were performed outdoors, and not inside buildings like the majority of ours.  The length and breadth of this part varied according to the size of the theatres, but the height was always the same, ten feet for the Greeks and five for the Romans.
The third and final part was the area behind the skene, that served as a hidden entrance that the Greeks called παρασκήνιον.

It was where the actors dressed, where the decorations were kept and where some of the machinery was concealed, of which the ancients had many kinds in their theatres, as we will soon see.

Because they had three types of plays, comedies, tragedies, and satires, they also had the trappings of these three different types.  Tragedies always required large structures with columns, statues and other appropriate ornaments;  comedies required specific buildings with roofs and simple joins, as one tends to see in cities; and the satires required a few rustic houses, with trees, rocks, and other things that one normally finds in the countryside.

These three scenes could vary widely despite the layout having to be generally the same, and they each required five different entrances, three at the front and two from the wings.  The center entrance was always for the principal actor; thus in a tragic scene, it was usually the door to a palace; those that were to the right and left were meant for those playing secondary roles; and as for the two others that were from the wings, one was for those who were arriving from the countryside, and the other was for those arriving from the port or the public square.

It was approximately the same for a comedy.  The largest building was in the centre; that which was to the right was a little shorter and that which was to the left was usually a hostel.  But in the satires there was always a grotto in the center, an ugly cabin to the right and left, an old ruined temple or a bit of countryside.
We do not know that on which these set designs were painted; but perspective was certainly observed; because Vitruvius noted that these rules were invented and put into practice during the time of Aeschylus by a painter named Agatharcus, who even left a treatise on the subject, from which the philosophers Democritus and Anaxagoras drew what they wrote on the subject.  See Perspective.
Let us speak now about machines because, as I have said, the ancients had many different types in their theatres; aside from those which were under doors or return passages to introduce on one side the gods of the woods or fields, and on the other the deities of the sea, there were others above the stage for celestial gods, and a third type under the theatre for the shadows, furies and other infernal deities.  The latter were roughly similar to the ones that we use for the same purpose.  Pollux informs us that these were a type of trap platform that raised the actors to the level of the stage, and that descended again under the theatre by releasing the forces that had raised them.  These forces consisted, as do those in our theatre, of ropes, wheels, and counterweights.  Those that were on the doors of the return passages were machines turning on themselves, that had three different surfaces and that turned to one side or the other, according to the gods they were serving.
Of all these machines, there was not one of which the use was more ordinary than those that came down from the sky during the denouements and during which the gods appeared, so to speak, to aid the poet.  These machines had quite a link to those of our apparatus; because to the precise movements, their use was the same, and the ancients had, as do we, three general types; those that did not descend all the way to the stage, and that only crossed the theatre, others in which gods descended all the way to the stage, and a third type that served to raise or support in the air people who appeared to fly.
As the latter were all similar to our flyers, they were subject to the same accidents.  We read in Suetonius that an actor who played the role of Icarus, and who unfortunately had the same sort of machine, fell to his death near where Nero stood and he covered everyone around him in blood.

Although all of these machines bear a certain resemblance to ours, because the theatre of the ancients had all of its size in its width, and it was not covered, the movements were quite different.  Instead of being lifted like ours by moving frames built into the ceiling, they were lashed to a type of crane, where the neck passed above the stage, and turned on itself while the counterweight allowed these machines to rise and fall.  It described arcs defined by its circular movement and vertical direction; this is to say a twisting line from low to high, or high to low, to those that would only rise and fall from one side of the theatre to the other.

The counterweights also made the machines describe different semi-ellipses that after having descended from one side to the middle of the theatre, climbed again from the other side just above the stage from where they were all recalled to an area beyond the stage where their movements originated.  All of these machines took different forms and had different names according to their uses, but the details could only bore the reader.
As for changes in the theatres, Servius tells us that they were effected either by rotating leaves that changed the look of the scene in an instant, or by moveable parts that were pulled from either side of the stage as in our theatres.  However, it appears that the curtain was raised with each of these scenic changes which leads one to believe that they were not done quickly.

Moreover, as the wings of the stage on which the curtain was installed, could only move an eighth of its length, the decorations that rotated behind the curtain could be no more than this size in circumference.  Thus, there had to be at least ten leaves on stage, eight at the front and two in the wings; and as each of these leaves needed to provide three changes, they each had to be doubled and assembled in such a way as to provide one of the three scenes when folded; and in turning subsequently to one side and then the other, from right to left and from left to right, they would show the other two.  This is only possible by placing them two by two on a common fixed point, which is to say rotating all ten on five pivots placed under the three doors of the stage and in the two return passages.
As only the porticos and the building on the stage were covered, one had to extend cloth over the rest of the theatre suspended from flagstaffs by cords to protect the audience from the heat of the sun.  But as this cloth did not preclude heat generated by the perspiration and respiration of a significant assembly, the ancients took care to temper it with a type of rain for which they transported water just above the porticos that then fell again in the form of a dew, by a multitude of tiny tubes hidden in the statues scattered about the theatre, which served not only to pleasantly cool the area, but also to disseminate exquisite perfumes, because this mist was always made up of scented water.  Thus, these statues which seemed to be placed above the porticos simply for decorative purposes, were even more a source of delight for the assembly, and with their influence on the temperature ushered in the most lovely days, and topped off the magnificence of the theatre and served, in any case, as its crowning glory.
I must not forget to add a word about the porticos which were behind the theatres where people would take refuge from any storms that interrupted the performances.  Despite the porticos being entirely detached, Vitruvius claims that the chorus would rest there between acts and there they would prepare their upcoming scenes, but the primary use of these porticos was as the two types of walkways that were constructed in the uncovered space that was in the center and under the galleries forming the enclosure.

As these porticos had four different sides and their arcades were open to the outside, one could walk when necessary with the protection of the interior wall and profit from the different exposures according to the season; and as the uncovered space which was in the center was a public garden, no opportunity was missed to adorn it with whatever would make its use more agreeable or useful; because the ancients took care to unite the useful with the agreeable in all their works and above all in these public monuments that were intended to commit their taste to posterity and to prove to the eye what they published themselves on their grandeur.
I owe these details to an excellent memoir by Mr. Boindin, part of the collection of the academy of inscriptions, and it is all I could extract without linking individuals to descriptions.  But the theatres of Rome in particular offer me further details that it is worth mentioning.
If we go back to the Greeks themselves, we will find first of all that up until Cratinus, their theatres, as well as their amphitheatres were only framed structures; but one day when this poet was showing one of his plays, the amphitheatre that was too full collapsed suddenly.  This accident inspired the Athenians to erect more solid theatres; and as tragedy was becoming more popular around this time in Athens, and as this republic had recently become much more powerful and rich, the Athenians had built theatres that were second to no other public building in their magnificence, not even to the temples of the gods.

Thus the stage born of the simplicity of the first actors, satisfied with the shadow of the trees to please the public, was at first made up of groups of trees and appropriate greenery.  After that, came informal constructions covered in fabric.  Finally, Architecture built the stage up and embellished it with luxurious tapestries, and Sculpture and Painting lent it their finest works.

The ancient theatres of Rome were originally made only of wood and were used for just a few days, much like the scaffolds we make for ceremonies.  L. Mummius was the first to make these wooden theatres more splendid, in enriching the displays for its greater glory with the remnants from the theatre at Corinth.  Subsequently, Scaurus built his so magnificently that description of this theatre seems to belong to the lore of the spirits.  The hanging theatre of Curion that collapsed showed off a marvelous machine, though of a different type.  Pompey was the first to build a magnificent theatre of stone and marble.  Marcellus built another in the ninth district of Rome and it was Augustus who consecrated it.  See Theatre of Scaurus, Theatre of Curion, Theatre of Pompeii, Theatre of Marcellus.
The theatres of stone soon multiplied.  They numbered as many as four just in the camp of Flaminius.  Trajan built one of the most superb that Adrian had destroyed.

Caius Pulcher was one of the first to unite the diversity of columns and statues with paintings to decorate the stage.  Catullus had it dressed in ebony; Anthony had it covered in silver and Nero had the theatre covered in gold to please Tiridates.
Between the curtains, tapestries, and draperies of the Roman theatre, some served to decorate the stage, others to make it unique, and others were for the convenience of the spectators.  Those that served as ornament, were more riche and those that differentiated the stage, always reflected some part of the play being performed.  The versatile decoration was a suspended triangle that was easy to turn and carried the curtains on which different scenes were painted that were relevant to the subject of the fable or the chorus or the intermediaries.
The cloth took the place of a cover and was used only for the convenience of the spectators in order to protect them from the heat of the sun.  Catulus was the first to think of this convenience and he covered all of the theatre space and the amphitheatre with fabric hung from ropes that were attached to masts or to tree trunks driven into the walls.  Lentulus Spinther made them of linen, the delicacy of which was previously unknown.  Nero not only had them died purple, but added to them golden stars in the midst of which he was painted perched on a chariot and it was all worked by needle with such finesse and intelligence that he appeared as Phoebus bending his rays on a peaceful day only allowed to shine enough the pleasant light of a beautiful night.
This was not all, by the form of their theatres, the ancients allowed for greater size and had greater respect for realistic unity of space than their modern counterparts.  The stage which among the latter only represents a room, a vestibule where all is said in confidence and from where nothing transpires outside but what the characters recount; the stage, I say, so restricted among the moderns was immense for the Greeks and Romans.  It represented the public squares; there we could see palaces, obelisks, temples and above all the scene of the action.
The limited scope of the modern theatrical stage posed a hindrance to dramatic productions.  The exposition must be done with art to bring to the circumstances that unite in a single perspective that which requires a spacious area that one doesn’t have.  Useless confidants become necessary so that one may confide in them lengthy details they ought to know already and catastrophes are introduced on stage by way of precise narration.  By tricks of perspective and through believable sets, the ancients made the scene credible with all of the scope the stage would allow.  In Athens a considerable portion of the public purse was dedicated to the adornment and maintenance of the theatre.  It was even said that the décor of The Bacchae of the Phoenicians, of Euripides’ Medea, of Oedipus, of Antigone, and Sophocles’ Electra, cost the republic dearly.
The realism of the space that was respected in the ancient theatre aided the illusion, but could crudely painted canvases represent the peristyle of the Louvre?  And the hovel of a villager, could it give to the audience the feel of the magnificent palace of a sumptuous king?  This used to be the goal of the first magistrates, that which glorified a Greek archon and a Roman town councilor by which I understand they presided over dramatic plays before the assembly of all the orders of state, was now just the lucrative occupation of a few idle citizens.  Thus the philosopher Socrates and the cobbler Mycicle were equally to enjoy the innocent pleasures of the stage.
As any spectacle for the ancients was held on the occasion of festivals and victories, it required an immense theatre and open circles, but as among the moderns, the audience is mediocre, their theatre is small and offers only a modest building wherein the doors look to us like those of a prison in front of which are stationed guards.  In a word, our theatres are so badly built, misplaced, and neglected that it seems fair that the government protects them less than it tolerates them.  The theatre of the ancients was, on the contrary, one of these monuments that time could have hardly destroyed if ignorance and barbarity had not intervened.  But what can time do in the face of such help?  All that remains of such enormous works are but a few vestiges large enough to spark curiosity, but too mutilated to satisfy it.
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