The Three Unities or dramatic unities are descriptions of how plays should be written, according to Aristotle. However, Aristotle was writing after the golden age of Greek drama, and many Greek playwrights, notably Aeschylus, wrote plays that do not fit within these conventions. The unities were:

1. The Unity of Time: The play was to take place during a single day. 

2. The Unity of Space: The play must take place in a single location. 

3. The Unity of Action: All action within the play was to be directed towards a single overarching idea. 

Although it is often believed that these conventions originated in Aristotle's Poetics, it was not until French neo-classical drama in the 17th century that all Three Unities were actually maintained. Aristotle had merely recommended that 'Action' should only consist of the main plot without subplots, and that 'Time' should represent action not extending beyond the length of one day. The Unity of Place was not mentioned at all.


Maintenance of the three unities was particularly important to the classical French dramas of Moli�re, Racine, and Corneille. They held sway until Victor Hugo's Ernani; one of the things that made that play so controversial at its nineteenth century debut was its violation of this rule of classicism.


See also: History of theater and Theatre technique


The classical unities are three rules for drama derived from Aristotle's Poetics. They are:

1. Unity of Action: a play should have one main action that it follows, with no or few subplots. 

2. Unity of Place: a play should cover a single physical space and should not attempt to compress geography, nor should the stage represent more than one place. 

3. Unity of Time: a play should represent an action that takes approximately the same amount of time as the play; years should not pass during the hours a play takes. 

Aristotle's comments in Poetics were descriptive, rather than prescriptive, and were meant to describe tragedy, but 16th century Italian and 17th century French critics expanded Aristotle's guidelines to make them into full rules for how any play must behave. French drama of the 17th century, particularly that by Corneille, was highly regular, whereas the contemporary English dramatists in the Elizabethan stage were largely unaware of these strictures. By the later 17th century, however, English dramatists (under the influence of French criticism picked up during the Interregnum) began to assess their own plays according to these rules. Thus, John Dryden, among many others, compares the "irregular" Shakespeare with the "regular" Ben Jonson in his Essay of Dramatick Poesie. Alexander Pope criticizes the violation of the unities in his Dunciad. In the 1728 version of the poem, the goddess Dulness notes that "Time himself stands still at her command,/ Realms shift their place, and Ocean turns to land" (Dunciad 1728, I 69-70). Additionally, he notes a violation of unity of action, as tragedy and comedy were mixed. Even Samuel Johnson was not free of applying the unities to drama when judging it in his Prefaces to Shakespeare.

What Is Drama? 
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The Classical Definition of Drama 

‘Drama’ is an Ancient Greek word meaning ‘act’ or ‘deed’. The Ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle used this term in a very influential treatise called the Poetics. In this text, Aristotle classified different forms of poetry according to basic features he thought could be commonly recognised in their composition. He used the term ‘drama’ to describe poetic compositions that were ‘acted’ in front of audiences in a theatron. 

While Aristotle offered drama as a general term to describe forms of poetry that were ‘acted’, he identified different types of composition within this category, including comedy and tragedy. He regarded comedy as a form of drama because it represented acts that made audiences laugh and he considered tragedy a form of drama because it represented acts that made audiences feel pity or fear. The Roman theorist Horace introduced another view of these poetic forms when he suggested that their purpose was to either delight or instruct. Although various definitions and developments in drama must be considered in addition to Aristotle’s original assessment of dramas, many of the terms of classification he introduced are still used or debated today. 

Examples: Greek Comedy, Greek Tragedy
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Drama as Imitation 

Aristotle suggested that some forms of poetry could be identified as ‘dramas’ because they had written compositions that represented ‘men acting’ and the presentation of the compositions required men to act as the men represented in the texts. This system of classification therefore contains a distinction between dramatic texts and performances that often requires further clarification. Aristotle argued that dramatic texts and performances imitated actions or deeds performed by people in real life. He called the process of imitation he identified in the dramas he analysed mimesis.This concept has sometimes been used to suggest that written compositions that are ‘acted’ offer representations of activities that copy reality in some way. However, Aristotle’s arguments can also suggest that dramas offer quite unique kinds of poetry because they use real actions, ideas and texts to construct possible views of reality. Those studying dramas today therefore need to consider what views of reality may be represented in texts and what views of reality may be presented in performance.

Drama as Action 

Aristotle argued that actors in a drama aim to mimic actions rather than perform real actions. While his view has been influential, exploring how the concept of imitation relates to drama is crucial to an understanding of dramatic activity. Dramatic ‘acting’ involves more than simply copying actions that are described by playwrights or performed by people in everyday life. For example, someone who performs a murder in a drama is unlikely to produce an exact replica of a murder that has really occurred. Since those acting dramas probably wish to avoid causing trauma to others or being dragged off to prison, it is likely that an actor would try to find an action that can suggest the action of murder. Actors may still choose to perform actions that are copies of ‘real’ or ‘imagined’ actions but they always need to be mindful of the consequences and impact of their actions on themselves and on their audiences. Since those ‘acting’ dramas are also really performing actions, those who are performing actions need to consider how their actions will impact upon the different views and values in different audiences. 
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