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Passage 1

Theatre

1

Some people believe that theatre began in ancient Greece, where myths and legends
were narrated by a group of people called the Chorus, who chanted their lines to enthralled
audiences. Then came the idea of including the dramatic impersonation of someone in the
storyline, in other words acting, and an actor was introduced into the performance. Plots
were made more complicated by the addition of a second or even third actor, although the
scope for convincing acting was limited by the fact that the actors wore masks to represent
the characters they were portraying. Greek plays were performed in honour of the Greek
gods and took place during the major spring festival, when people flocked to the open-
air hillside amphitheatres to be informed and entertained. At first, only tragedies were
performed, but the introduction of comedy, with its often cruel satire of contemporary society,
appealed to the ordinary people, thus increasing the popularity of drama.

In Roman times, the public enjoyed a varied range of entertainment, often involving
spectacular contests between gladiators and animals, which took place in massive, purpose-
built arenas. Going to the theatre was also a popular feature of life, where the development
of a secondary story, or sub-plot, made plays more sophisticated by enabling audiences to
look at the lives of more than one set of characters in the same play.

Later, throughout Europe, groups of street actors, often accompanied by acrobats and
animals, moved from town to town, performing for a succession of appreciative audiences;
towns were enlivened at the news of approaching players, and a great buzz ensued.
Through time, permanent buildings for the production of plays were established, bringing
audiences to the theatre rather than the other way round. It is estimated that in sixteenth-
century London, for example, one in eight adults went to the theatre every week. Around the
world, various forms of theatre evolved, like the shadow puppets of Malaysia, and Japanese
Noh theatre in which actors sing and dance scenes from legends with an immense slowness
and solemnity which is particularly moving.

Today, theatre continues to attract people all over the world. Because plays are performed
live, every performance is different. It is this dynamic nature of theatre which means that live
performances are always better than films. Being gripped by the unfolding story of a play
can be an excellent form of relaxation, and for many the experience of being transported into
another setting or into someone else’s life — sometimes described as suspending disbelief
— is fascinating. Moreover, theatre lovers enjoy marvelling at the skill of the actors, which is
why theatre acting is much more challenging than acting in front of a camera. Empathising
with the characters’ stories can make audiences relate them to their own lives and use them
to help in making decisions or even solving problems. The cleansing emotional experience —
or catharsis — brought about by watching drama can be good for mental health. This makes
theatre a more satisfying emotional experience than cinema.

A trip to the theatre can bring families together, for example during national holidays or
celebrations, giving family members the opportunity to enjoy a common experience.
Technological advances in recent times — such as in lighting and special effects — can make
theatre a spectacle as well as a play. In future, technological developments will provide
audiences with even more sensational and thrilling experiences. In addition, theatre
sometimes offers the opportunity of being part of a tradition. An example of this is a play
called The Mousetrap, the longest running play in the world, where the attraction is not
just the drama itself, but also being part of a large, world-wide, ‘secret’ group who share
the knowledge of the identity of the villain. And of course, theatre audiences, often without
realising the fact, are part of an even longer tradition, one going back to those Greek
choruses, thousands of years ago.
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Passage 2

This passage is about how a young mother reacts to her baby’s illness.

1 The warm summer wore away, and a cold autumn set in, with rain, damp and an unseasonal

my former life had been a lovely summer afternoon.
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