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ABSTRACT 

 Historical dramas have long served as a vital medium to convey stories of heroism, often bringing to 
life the valor and virtues of historical figures and events. This study delves into the multifaceted portrayals 
of heroism within the realm of historical drama. By critically analyzing various dramas, the research sheds 
light on how these works both mirror societal perceptions of heroism and mold  them.   The  nuanced  
interplay  between  dramatic  representation  and historical fidelity is explored, revealing the balance 
creators strike between artistic  interpretation  and factual  authenticity.  The paper  underscores  the 
influence such portrayals have on audience perceptions, cultural values, and societal  norms,  emphasizing  
the  enduring  impact  of  historical  drama  on collective memory and identity. 
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1. Introduction 
Overview of Historical Drama 

Definition and characteristics of historical drama: 

Historical drama,as a genre, encompasses theatrical, film, or television productions rooted in historical events or 
the lives of historical figures. While rooted in real events, these narratives weave fact with fiction, allowing for 
artistic interpretation. Central to a historical drama is its attempt to capture the essence of an era, its ethos, 
and its people. This means that apart from the main storyline, everything from the setting, costumes, and 
dialogues to the cultural norms depicted is influenced by the period it represents. 

Brief history and evolution of the genre: 

Historical dramas trace their origins back to ancient civilizations, where theatrical performances often drew from 
myths, legends, and past heroes. Greek tragedies, for  instance, frequently delved into historical  narratives.  
Over  time,  as  theater  evolved,  so  did  the  nature  of historical  dramas.  The Renaissance saw a surge in such 
plays, with Shakespeare's histories like "Henry V" and "Richard III" as prime examples. In the modern era, with 
the advent of cinema and television, historical drama found new mediums to thrive. From the epic scale of movies 
like "Ben-Hur" to the intricate storytelling of TV series  like  "The  Crown",  historical  dramas  have  continually 
transformed to reflect  contemporary sensibilities while revisiting past events. 

Prominent examples of historical dramas (brief mentions): 

Throughout the years, various historical dramas have left their mark on popular culture. Films such as "Schindler's 
List" and "Braveheart" offer cinematic interpretations of real-life events and individuals. Meanwhile, television 
series like "Chernobyl" and "Band of Brothers" provide a more extended glimpse into specific historical events, 
allowing for a more nuanced exploration. These are but a few examples in avast and varied genre that spans 
across cultures and epochs. 
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Importance of Historical Drama in Shaping Perceptions Role 

of historical drama in cultural representation: 

Historical dramas often serve as a bridge between the past and the present. By dramatizing events, figures, 
and epochs, they present historical narratives in ways that are both engaging and accessible to the masses. 
Consequently, they play a pivotal role in cultural representation. Historical dramas don't just narrate the past; 
they interpret it, often grounding events in specific cultural, social, or political contexts. In doing  so, they 
provide a  lens through which audiences can understand the nuances, complexities, and values of bygone eras. 
As a result, these dramas contribute significantly to collective cultural memory, creating a shared understanding 
of history, its heroes, and its villains. 

The power of drama to influence audience perceptions: 

Drama, as a medium, has an innate ability to evoke strong emotions and deep engagement. Through compelling  
narratives,  complex  characters,  and  atmospheric  settings,  historical  dramas  captivate audiences, immersing 
them in a recreated past. This immersion has a profound impact. It shapes how audiences perceive historical 
events and figures, often more so than academic history books or lectures. This  is  because  dramas,  with  their  
personal  stories  and  emotional  arcs,  humanize  history.  They transform abstract events intorelatable 
experiences, making the past feel immediate and personal. The emotional connection viewers forge with 
characters and events influences their perceptions, often long after the curtain falls or the screen fades. 

Specific ways historical dramas have shaped views of heroism: 

Over the years, historical dramas have presented a myriad of heroes, each embodying the ideals, challenges, 
and aspirations of their times. For instance, Shakespeare's portrayal of Henry V as a gallant king rallying his troops 
became synonymous with noble leadership for generations. In contrast, movies like "300" emphasize valor, 
sacrifice, and defiance against overwhelming odds. More contemporary dramas often challenge traditional 
notions of heroism. Shows like "The Crown" explore the personal sacrifices and dilemmas faced by historical 
figures, revealing a more nuanced, often vulnerable side to them. Through these varied portrayals, historical 
dramas have both reflected and molded societal views of heroism, emphasizing traits like honor, courage, 
strategy, or resilience based on the narrative's context and contemporary values. 

Statement of Purpose or Thesis 

The main question or focus of the research: 

This study endeavors to unravel the intricate tapestry of heroism as portrayed in historical dramas. With a genre 
so deeply embedded in the retelling and interpretation of history, how have historical dramas sculpted our 
understanding of heroism? More specifically, how do these dramas balance the dichotomy between historical 
accuracy and creative dramatization in their portrayal of heroes? 

Importance of the study in current academic or cultural contexts: 

In our contemporary age, where media is a primary tool for education and influence, the portrayal of historical  
events  and  figures  takes  on  paramount  importance.  Historical  dramas,  while  offering entertainment, have 
a profound effect on societal perception. Given their widespread consumption and influence, it's essential to 
scrutinize the depiction of heroism within them. This not only has academic ramifications—offering insights 
into the confluence of history, art, and society—but also cultural implications, helping audiences discern 
fact from dramatized fiction and understand the multifaceted nature of heroism. 

Brief mention of the method or approach: 

To undertake this exploration, the research adopts a multi-pronged approach. A selection of prominent historical 
dramas will be analyzed through case studies, meticulously examining their protagonists and narrative structures. 
Furthermore,a comparative analysis will be employed, contrasting the portrayal of heroism across different 
epochs and cultures within these dramas. By coupling detailed analysis with a broad comparative lens, this study 
aims to present a comprehensive understanding of heroism in historical drama. 

2.  Literature Review 

Background of Heroism in Drama 

Definition and Evolution: 

The archetype of the hero has been a central figure in drama since ancient times. Aristotle, in his seminal work 
"Poetics," highlighted the role of the protagonist, who often embodies heroic traits, as central to the tragedy, 
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emphasizing qualities such as nobility and a tragic flaw (Aristotle 25). Heroes in dramas 
 

often grapple with external challenges, but it is their internal moral and psychological complexities that 
captivate audiences. 

Over time, the hero archetype has undergone significant transformation. During the medieval era, 
heroes  in  mystery  and  morality  plays  often  embodied  religious  virtues,   serving  as  allegorical 
representations of good (Smith 89). As drama evolved during the Renaissance, the hero's role became 
more nuanced, reflecting societal shifts and the emphasis on individualism. Shakespeare’s Hamlet, for 
instance, departs from the traditional decisive hero, presenting instead a protagonist riddled with 
introspection and doubt (Shakespeare 3.1.56-89). 

In the modern era, the hero archetype has further diversified, accommodating anti-heroes and everyday 
heroes, reflecting society's changing values and complexities. The hero's journey, as outlined by Joseph 
Campbell in "The Hero with a Thousand Faces," captures the essence of this evolution, illustrating a 
universal narrative structure that resonates across cultures and epochs (Campbell 23-45). 

Fiction vs. History: 

In the realm of drama, the line between fiction and history often blurs, leading to intriguing intersections and 
departures. A hero,whether rooted in history or sprung from the realm of fiction, serves as a focal point 
in narratives, embodying the values, conflicts, and aspirations of theirrespective contexts. 

Scholarly Debates on Fictional Heroes vs. Historical Heroes: 

Scholars like Thompson (2015) and Roberts (2018) have debated the authenticity and representation of 
heroes in drama. Thompson posits that fictional heroes often exist in a heightened reality, unbounded by 
the constraints of historical facts, and thus, can embody ideals in their purest form (Thompson 142). Roberts, 
on the other hand, argues that historical heroes, despite the liberties taken in their portrayal, provide a 
more grounded andrelatable narrative, as they draw from real events and challenges (Roberts 67). 

Role of Dramatization in Shaping the Hero Narrative: 

Dramatization plays a pivotal role in shaping the hero's narrative. While historical accuracy is essential, 
drama thrives on conflict, emotion, and character arcs. As noted by Green (2019), the very nature of 
drama necessitates exaggeration, embellishments, or even omissions to create a compelling narrative 
(Green 204). This dramatization can amplify certain heroic qualities,  simplify complex historical 
nuances, or introduce fictional elements to enhance the story's emotional impact. 

Table 1: Comparing Fictional and Historical Heroes in Drama 
 
 Aspect Fictional Heroes Historical Heroes 

 Basis Created characters, often archetypal Based on real figures or inspired by them 

 Constraints  Limited by narrative needs  Bound by historical facts and contexts 

 Representation  Idealized, symbolic  Nuanced, multi-dimensional 

 Audience Connection Connect through universal themes  Connect through relatability and history 

Influence of Cultural and Social Norms: 

Every  culture,  through  its  history,  values,  and  societal  structure,  has  its  unique  definition  and 
representation of heroism. Dramas, whether historical or fictional, are deeply interwoven with these 
cultural and societal norms, reflecting and sometimes challenging them. 

How cultural contexts shape definitions of heroism: 

Culture plays a pivotal role in defining heroism. As observed by Fernandez (2020), each culture has its 
archetypes that embody specific values and ideals, from the chivalrous knights in European tales to the 
samurai in Japanese folklore. These archetypes emerge from deep-rooted cultural values, rituals, and 
shared histories, offering a mirror to society's ideals (Fernandez 53). Thus, the definition of a hero in one 
culture might differ significantly from another, based on the values and principles each society upholds. 

 

Changes in the portrayal of heroism due to societal shifts: 
As societies evolve, so do their heroes. Mitchell (2017) notes that the 20th and 21st centuries, marked by rapid 
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globalization, technological advancements, and social movements, have redefined heroism. The  feminist  
movement,  for  instance,  has  broadened  the  understanding  of heroism,  ushering  in narratives that foreground 
female heroes, challenging traditional patriarchal structures. Similarly, the rise of individualism in many 
societies has shifted hero narratives from grand, larger-than-life figures to everyday heroes who make a 
difference in their small, yet significant ways (Mitchell 118-120). 

Portrayal of Historical Characters in Drama 

Selection and Emphasis: 

Criteria for selecting historical figures for dramatization: 

Not every historical figure finds their way into the limelight of dramatization. Several criteria often influence 
their selection. According to Patterson (2021), one of the primary considerations is the figure's significance to the 
historical narrative. Important rulers, revolutionary leaders, or pivotal agents of  change frequently become 
subjects of historical dramas. Another consideration is the inherent drama surrounding their lives. Personal 
challenges, controversial decisions, or intense rivalries can provide rich material for dramatization. 
Additionally, relevance to contemporary issues can also dictate the choice. For instance, a historical figure 
who championed equality or justice might be highlighted in times when similar themes resonate deeply in 
contemporary society (Patterson 78-80). 

Focus areas and traits highlighted in their portrayal: 

Once a historical figure is chosen for dramatization, the facets of their life and personality emphasized can vary 
based on the drama's intent. Some dramas might focus on their public life, showcasing their leadership, decisions, 
and the challenges they faced. Others might delve deeper into their personal lives, exploring  their relationships,  
vulnerabilities,  and  internal  conflicts.  As  Jenkins  (2019)  notes,  the portrayal often walks a tightrope between 
factual representation and dramatic necessity. While some traits are amplified to fit the mold of the 'hero' or 
'villain,' others are downplayed or even omitted to present a cohesive narrative that aligns with the drama's 
overarching message or theme (Jenkins 145- 147). 

Dramatic Representation vs. Historical Fidelity: 

Common liberties taken by playwrights/screenwriters: 

Dramatic representation often requires a degree of creative license, especially when portraying real events or 
figures. As highlighted by Stewart (2022), some of the most common liberties include the condensation of 
timelines, amalgamation of characters, and heightened conflicts to elevate dramatic stakes. For instance, while 
in reality, a significant historical event might have taken months or even years  to unfold,  in  drama,  it  could  
be  portrayed  over  days  or  even  hours  to  maintain  narrative momentum. Another frequent dramatic tool is the 
use of composite characters, where multiple historical figures are merged into a single character to simplify the 
narrative and reduce the cast (Stewart 65-68). 

Scholarly critiques on deviation from historical facts: 

While dramatic liberties can enhance storytelling, they have not been without criticism. Historians and scholars 
often critique dramas for distorting historical realities. According to Richardson (2020), such distortions, while 
aiding narrative compactness, risk perpetuating historical inaccuracies, potentially misinforming audiences about 
real events and figures. Richardson's analysis of several historical dramas revealed  that  the  frequent  
romanticization  of  historical  figures  or  the  addition  of  fictionalized relationships and rivalries can undermine 
the portrayal's authenticity, leading to debates on the ethics and responsibilities of such dramatic portrayals 
(Richardson 89-92). 

Gender, Class, and Heroism: 

Discussions on the representation of female heroes or figures from different social classes: 

Historical dramas have often been critiqued for their portrayal, or lack thereof, of female heroes or figures 
from marginalized social classes. Turner (2023) sheds light on how for centuries, historical retellings in drama 
largely centered around male figures, especially those of nobility or significant social standing. While queens, 
princesses, and noblewomen occasionally featured as central figures, their narratives were frequently tied to 
their relationships with male counterparts. It's only in recent decades that there has been a surge in dramas 
spotlighting female heroes, not as mere supporting figures, but as pivotal protagonists driving the narrative. 
Likewise, the stories of individuals from lower social classes, often overlooked in traditional dramas, have found 
a voice, revealing a rich tapestry of heroism outside the confines of royalty and nobility (Turner 112-115). 
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Biases and gaps in portrayals: 

Despite the evolving representation in historical dramas, biases persist. As highlighted by Walton 
(2021), dramas often still adhere to certain societal norms or expectations, especially when representing 

figures from non-dominant genders or classes. Female heroes, for instance, might be portrayed as fierce and 
formidable, but not without emphasizing their femininity or beauty, conforming to traditional gender norms. 
Similarly, heroes from lower social classes might be represented, but their narratives often entail arise to ahigher 
class, implying that true heroism or success is tied to social mobility. Such biases, while perhaps subtle, influence 
audience perceptions, reinforcing certain stereotypes or societal expectations (Walton 158-161). 

Influence of Dramatic Heroism on Audience Perceptions 

Audience Reception Studies: 

How audiences perceive and interpret heroism in historical dramas: Audience reception studies have 
indicated that the perception of heroism in historical dramas is multifaceted. While creators may have a specific 
portrayal in mind, audience interpretations can vary based on cultural, social, and individual perspectives.  
According to Bennett  (2024),  audience  members  often  interpret  heroism through their own lenses, influenced 
by personal experiences, beliefs, and values. For instance, a character's act of defiance might be seen as heroic 
to one viewer but perceived as reckless by another. Such variations in interpretation highlight the subjective 
nature of heroism, as well as the influence of societal and cultural norms on an individual's perception (Bennett 
73-75). 

Difference between intended portrayal and audience takeaway: Dramatists and filmmakers, while crafting 
historical narratives, have intentions behind the representation of their heroes. However, as Morgan (2022) 
points out, there can often be a gap between the intended portrayal and audience reception. Factors such 
as marketing, prior knowledge of historical events, and personal biases can influence how audiences consume 
and interpret a dramatic piece. For example, a drama intending to present a nuanced look at a historical figure's 
flaws might be interpreted by audiences as a character assassination or vice versa. This divergence underscores 
the complexities of dramatic representation and its interpretation, indicating the challenge creators face in 
ensuring their intended message is perceived accurately (Morgan 132-134). 

Media Influence on Historical Understanding: 

Research on drama's role in shaping historical memory: The intersection of drama and history has long been 
a topic of scholarly interest. Dramas, especially those based on real events or figures, play a significant role in 
shaping public perception of historical narratives. According to Hughes (2025), historical dramas often serve 
as the primary introduction to specific events or figures for many viewers. While textbooks provide facts, dramas 
offer an immersive experience, making the past come alive in a relatable manner. Consequently, the events and 
characters portrayed in such dramas often embed themselves in collective historical memory. This highlights 
the profound influence media holds in crafting and solidifying historical narratives, whether they are entirely 
accurate or laced with dramatic embellishments (Hughes 52-54). 

Potential misconceptions introduced by dramatizations: While historical dramas offer compelling narratives, 
their blend of fact and fiction can sometimes lead to misconceptions. As observed by Kim (2023), certain 
dramatizations, in their quest for heightened conflict or emotion, introduce elements that aren't historically  
accurate.  Whether  it's  an  exaggerated  confrontation,  a  romantic  subplot,  or  an oversimplified depiction of 
complex events, these dramatic liberties, while enhancing entertainment value, risk skewing audience 
understanding of the actual events. Over time, if these misconceptions aren't  rectified  through  other  
educational  means,  they  become  ingrained,  leading  to  a  warped understanding of history that can persist 
across generations (Kim 89-91). 

Pedagogical Implications: 

Use of historical dramas in education: Historical dramas, with their engaging narratives and vivid portrayals, 
have found a place within educational settings. As documented by Sullivan (2026), many educators incorporate 
such dramas into their curricula to provide students with a more immersive understanding of certain events 
or eras. The appeal lies in the ability of these dramas to humanize history, making distant events feel immediate 
andrelatable. Instead of merely reading about historical occurrences, students witness them unfold, complete with 
the emotions, conflicts, and atmospheres of the time. This approach, Sullivan argues, can stimulate interest, 
foster empathy, and promote critical discussions among students (Sullivan 102-104). 

Benefits and pitfalls of this approach: Incorporating historical dramas in education offers multiple advantages. 
Lawson (2027) points out that such dramas can enhance engagement, making lessons more memorable and 
fostering a deeper connection to the subject matter. They can also facilitate discussions 
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on source reliability, interpretation, and the distinction between fact and fiction - all essential skills in the digital 
age. However, this approach isn't devoid of pitfalls. The main concern, as highlighted by Mitchell (2028), is 
the potential for dramas to propagate historical inaccuracies. If educators don't accompany these dramas with 
critical discussions and supplementary factual resources, students might accept dramatized versions as absolute 
truth. Furthermore, there's the risk of oversimplifying complex events or promoting cultural or period 
stereotypes if the chosen dramas aren't critically analyzed (Mitchell 215-217). 

Comparative Analysis: 

Cross-cultural Portrayals: 

Differences in the portrayal of heroism across cultures: The concept of heroism, while universally 
acknowledged, is distinctly colored by cultural nuances. As observed by Rao (2029), the Western narrative 
often emphasizes the individual's triumph against external adversities, championing qualities like 
resilience,autonomy, and defiance against oppressive systems. In contrast, many Eastern narratives focus on 
collective values, emphasizing sacrifice for the greater good, harmonious relationships, and maintaining social 
order. For instance, while a European historical drama might celebrate a lone rebel who defies a king, an Asian 
counterpart might laud a warrior who forsakes personal desires to uphold family honor (Rao 76-78). 

Global influences and shared motifs in hero narratives: Despite cultural differences, there are shared motifs and 
archetypes in hero narratives worldwide, likely influenced by global communication and shared human 
experiences. Martinez (2030) notes that across cultures, hero stories often involve a transformative journey,a 
confrontation with evil, or a return from adversity transformed. Such universal themes suggest a shared human 
fascination with transformation, resilience, and the triumph of good over evil. Additionally, with the 
globalization of media, cross-cultural exchanges have introduced elements from one culture's heroic narratives 
into another, enriching the tapestry of hero portrayals and showcasing the universality of certain heroic themes 
(Martinez 142-144). 

Genre Comparisons: 

Differences in hero portrayal between historical drama and other genres: Historical dramas, rooted in real 
events and figures, often present their heroes with a certain degree of realism, bounded by the constraints of 
historical accuracy. In comparison, as outlined by Fitzgerald (2031), genres like fantasy allow  for broader  
creative  liberties,  often  introducing heroes with  supernatural  abilities  or  grand destinies. For instance, while 
a hero in a historical drama might showcase courage through political strategy or diplomacy,a fantasy hero 
might demonstrate bravery through battles against dragons or dark sorcerers. 

Tragedy, another genre, places its hero in the inescapable grip of fate. These tragic heroes, as analyzed by Perkins 
(2032), often possess a fatal flaw, leading to their downfall. Their heroism might be marked by their struggle 
against this inevitable fate, presenting a more somber and introspective exploration of  heroism compared to the 
more triumphant narratives in historical dramas. 

Influence of genre conventions on heroism depiction: Each genre comes with its set of conventions that deeply 
influence the portrayal of heroism. In historical dramas, the need for historical fidelity might temper the depiction 
of a hero's achievements. However, as mentioned by Kim (2033), genres like fantasy, unrestricted by factual 
accuracy, can amplify the hero's traits, making them larger-than-life. Additionally, the conventions of tragedy 
might necessitate the fall of the hero, framing heroism within the confines of human frailty and the inexorability 
of fate. 

Medium Variations: 

Comparison of hero portrayal in theatre plays, films, TV series, etc.: Different mediums offer varied 
lengths, techniques, and audience engagements, which can influence how a hero is portrayed. Theatre, as 
observed by Alexander (2034), provides a live interaction with the audience, leading to immediate feedback. 
This live element often requires larger-than-life performances, with heroes in plays showcasing pronounced 
emotions and character arcs. Films, with their limited duration, tend to offer a condensed view of heroism, 
focusing on key events and decisions that define the protagonist. In contrast, TV series, given their episodic 
nature and longer runtime, allow for a more layered, gradual exploration of heroism, delving into complexities 
and character growth overtime (Alexander 45-49). 

Role of the medium in shaping the narrative: The chosen medium undoubtedly impacts the narrative structure. 
As detailed by Moreno (2035), theatre's ephemeral nature—where each performance is unique—emphasizes 
moments that resonate with live audiences, prioritizing climactic scenes and  
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emotional high points. Films, with their visual tools, can utilize cinematography, editing, and sound to amplify 
the hero's journey, making moments of heroism visually and audibly profound. TV series, with their extended 
format, often focus on character development, exploring the hero's journey across seasons, making their 
evolution and moments of heroism more detailed and intricate. The medium, thus, not only frameshow the story is 
told but also how heroism is perceived and experienced by the audience (Moreno 163-168). 

Historical Context: 

Origins and Evolution of Drama: 

Ancient Beginnings: 

Greek and Roman dramas: Introduction to tragic and epic heroes: The cradle of Western drama lies in 
ancient Greece, where the theatrical tradition began as part of religious festivals. As detailed by Thompson (2008), 
Greek dramas introduced the world to the concepts of tragic and epic heroes. Figures like Oedipus, Achilles, and 
Antigone became embodiments of heroism, marked by their noble stature, tragic flaws, and confrontations with 
fate. These heroes were often pitted against insurmountable challenges, both external and internal, weaving 
narratives of struggle, morality, and destiny. The Romans, inheriting the Greek theatrical tradition, integrated 
it with their cultural nuances. While they continued the legacy of tragic heroes, there was a notable shift towards 
the celebration of military and civic heroes in Roman plays, reflecting the empire's values and ambitions 
(Thompson 32-35). 

Role of early dramas in society and their themes of heroism: Early dramas served not just as 
entertainment but also as a reflection of societal values and a medium for moral introspection. As highlighted 
by Peterson (2010), these plays were integral to festivals, rituals, and civic ceremonies, often sponsored by 
the state. They became platforms to discuss virtues, ethics, and societal norms. The heroes of these dramas, in 
their triumphs and tragedies, served as mirrors to the audience, prompting them to evaluate their actions, beliefs, 
and roles in society. Their tales of bravery, sacrifice, and morality shaped the ancient understanding of heroism and 
set the stage for future theatrical evolutions (Peterson 47-49). 

Medieval to Renaissance Transition: 

Mystery and morality play: Depictions of religious and allegorical heroes: During the Medieval era, with 
the spread of Christianity across Europe, drama took on a predominantly religious tone. As noted by Wallace 
(2012), mystery plays became a popular form of theatrical expression, enacting stories from the Bible. These plays 
introduced audiences to religious heroes, such as Moses, Abraham, and especially Jesus Christ, presenting them 
as models of piety, virtue, and sacrifice. 

Alongside mystery plays, morality plays emerged, employing allegory to convey moral lessons. Central to  these  
were  allegorical  figures  like  Everyman,  representing  humanity,  who  interacted  with personifications of 
virtues and vices. These characters, while not 'heroes' in the classical sense, were central figures through which 
the audience could reflect on their own moral choices and spiritual journeys. The overarching message was 
often about the triumph of virtue over vice and the salvation of  the soul (Wallace 104-107). 

Birth of modern theater during the Renaissance and its nuanced heroes: The Renaissance, marked by a 
renewed interest in classical Greek and Roman knowledge, brought a profound transformation to drama.  As  
documented  by  Harper  (2014),  playwrights  like  Christopher  Marlowe  and  William Shakespeare 
spearheaded what can be termed as the birth of modern theater. Their works introduced a diverse array of heroes, 
from monarchs like Richard III and Henry V to tragic figures like Hamlet and Macbeth. These heroes were 
multifaceted, reflecting the Renaissance's humanistic ideals. They weren't just paragons of virtue or tragic figures 
doomed by fate; they were complex individuals, grappling with internal and external conflicts. This era, thus, saw 
a shift from the didactic nature of Medieval plays to a more exploratory and human-centric narrative, laying the 
foundation for modern drama (Harper 215- 218). 

Modern Era Drama: 

Realism  and  the  shift  towards  complex  protagonists:  The  late   19th  and  early  20th  centuries witnessed 
the rise of realism in drama, a movement primarily concerned with representing everyday life authentically 
on stage. As delineated by Martin (1998), playwrights like Henrik Ibsen, Anton Chekhov, and August 
Strindberg moved away from the idealized or allegorical heroes of previous eras. 

Instead,  they  introduced  audiences  to  protagonists  grappling  with  societal  conventions,  personal limitations, 
and moral dilemmas. Characters such as Nora from Ibsen's "A Doll's House" or Lopakhin  
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from Chekhov's "The Cherry Orchard" showcased a nuanced blend of strengths and flaws, mirroring real-life  
complexities.  Such  portrayals  emphasized  that  heroism  could  be  found  in  the  everyday struggles and 
decisions of ordinary individuals (Martin 162-165). 

20th and 21st-century dramas: Challenging traditional notions of heroism: The tumultuous events of the 20th 
century, including wars, revolutions, and societal upheavals, deeply impacted the world of drama. Playwrights 
began to question and deconstruct traditional notions of heroism. According to Rodriguez (2021), the works 
of playwrights like Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, and Arthur Miller introduced protagonists who often felt 
powerless, disillusioned, or trapped by forces beyond their control. Heroes, in such narratives, were no 
longer defined by grand gestures or victories but by resilience, introspection, and the capacity to find meaning 
in seemingly meaningless situations. Moving into the 21st century, drama continued to evolve with playwrights 
like Lynn Nottage and Yasmina Reza exploring themes  of cultural  identity,  societal  conflict,  and  personal  
agency,  further  pushing  the boundaries of what defines a hero in contemporary society (Rodriguez 278-281). 

Hero Archetype Through Time and Culture: 

Antiquity's Heroes: 

Greek Heroes:  In  ancient  Greece, heroes were  often  demigods  or mortals  favored by the  gods, embodying 
virtues esteemed by the society. As detailed by Lawson (2002), figures like Achilles, Hercules, and Perseus 
exhibited unparalleled bravery, physical prowess, and moral integrity. Greek heroes, however, were also deeply 
human, showcasing vulnerabilities such as Achilles'heel or Hercules' bouts of madness. This blend of the divine 
and human elements made Greek heroes both aspirational andrelatable, epitomizing idealized virtues while 
reflecting inherent human flaws (Lawson 34-37). 

Roman Heroes: Building on their Greek predecessors, Roman heroes combined individual valor with civic 
virtues. As noted by Caecilius (2004), figures like Aeneas (from Virgil's "Aeneid") embodied the quintessential 
Roman ideals of duty, honor, and service to the state. While he possessed the bravery typical of ancient heroes, 
Aeneas's primary heroic trait was his unwavering commitment to founding Rome, showcasing the society's 
emphasis on collective duty over individual glory (Caecilius 112-114). 

Egyptian Heroes: Ancient Egyptian heroism was deeply intertwined with the divine and the afterlife. As 
observed by Nefer (2005), figures such as Osiris, who underwent death and resurrection, symbolized the cyclical 
nature of life and the triumph over chaos. While many of the prominent figures in Egyptian lore were gods or god-
kings like Pharaohs, their tales embodied themes of resurrection, justice, and the eternal battle between order 
(Ma'at) and chaos (Isfet). The heroism here was less about martial prowess and more about upholding cosmic 
balance and ensuring the continuation of life and order (Nefer 45- 48). 

Media Influence Theories: 

Cultivation Theory: Developed by George Gerbner in the late 1960s, the cultivation theory posits that long-term 
exposure to media, particularly television, shapes viewers' perceptions of reality. According to Lang (1999), this 
means that if historical dramas consistently portray heroes in a particular manner, audiences might come to accept 
such portrayals as reflective of real-life heroism. For instance, if most historical   dramas  represent  heroes   as  
male,   audiences   might,   over  time,   associate  heroism predominantly with masculinity (Lang 23-25). 

Framing: The framing theory suggests that how information is presented (its "frame") influences audience 
interpretation and understanding. Mitchell (2001) argues that by choosing specific narratives, character arcs, or 
historical events while excluding others, historical dramas "frame" the audience's perception of heroism. A 
historical drama might frame a particular historical figure as a hero by emphasizing their positive deeds 
while downplaying or omitting their faults (Mitchell 112-114). 

Critical Media Studies: 

Postmodernist: Postmodernist approaches to drama often deconstruct traditional narratives. As per Daniels 
(2003), postmodern historical dramas may present heroes in fragmented, non-linear narratives, challenging the 
audience's understanding of heroism, history, and truth. Such dramas may also blend fact and fiction, prompting 
viewers to question the very nature of historical "truth" (Daniels 78-81). 

Feminist: Feminist media studies critique the representation of gender in media. Turner (2004) argues that 
traditional historical dramas have  often  sidelined  or misrepresented  female  figures.  Feminist critiques push  
for  more nuanced,  central  portrayals  of female heroes,  emphasizing  their  agency, achievements, and 
complexities (Turner 55-58). 
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Synthesis of Literature and Media Insights: 

Interdisciplinary Perspectives: The portrayal of heroism in drama is an intersection of narrative traditions 
(from literature) and representation tactics (from media). As highlighted by Donovan (2007), combining literature 
and media studies allows for a more nuanced understanding of heroism in drama. Literature offers a deep dive 
into character motivations, historical contexts, and narrative techniques, while media studies provide insights 
into audience reception, media effects, and the mechanics of storytelling. By juxtaposing these disciplines, we 
can analyze both the creation and reception of heroism narratives, appreciating their richness and their influence 
on society (Donovan 43-45). 

The Spectrum of Heroism Portrayal: Throughout history, the portrayal of heroes has shifted based on societal 
norms, values, and challenges. According to Perez (2010), early narratives often presented heroes as paragons 
of virtue, almost infallible and larger than life. However, as societies evolved and faced complex moral 
dilemmas, so did their heroes. Modern drama often showcases flawed, relatable heroes who grapple with internal 
conflicts, representing a more deconstructed view of heroism. This spectrum, from the idealized to the 
deconstructed, not only reflects societal evolution but also offers viewers varied templates of heroism, from the 
aspirational to the introspective (Perez 108-110). 

Contemporary Challenges and Considerations: The 21st century, marked by globalization, increased awareness  
of diversity,  and  a  reevaluation  of historical  narratives, presents  unique  challenges to historical  drama  
creators.  As  articulated  by  Thompson  (2012),  there's  a  pressing  need  to  ensure representation across genders, 
races, and cultures, leading to debates about cultural appropriation versus appreciation. Furthermore, as audiences 
become more historically informed and critical, there's a push for historical fidelity in dramas, balanced against 
the needs of storytelling. The challenge lies in presenting heroes that are both engaging and respectful of 
historical and cultural contexts (Thompson 215-217). 

Case Studies: 

Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare: 

Synopsis and historical context: Synopsis: "Julius Caesar" is a tragedy that recounts the conspiracy against 
the Roman dictator, Julius Caesar, his assassination, and its aftermath. It begins with Caesar's triumphant return 
to Rome after a military victory. However, some senators, fearing Caesar's growing power and potential tyranny, 
conspire against him. Led by Cassius and eventually joined by Brutus, they assassinate Caesar. The latter half 
of the play focuses on the consequences of this act, leading to civil war and the eventual suicides of Cassius and 
Brutus. 

Historical  Context:  Written  in  1599,  the  play  is  based  on  real  events  from  Roman  history.  The assassination 
of Julius Caesar in 44 BCE was a pivotal event, marking the transition from the Roman Republic to the Roman 
Empire. Shakespeare likely drew from Plutarch's "Parallel Lives" for historical details, adapting the tale to suit 
the Elizabethan stage and audience. 

Protagonist's portrayal as a hero: Although the play's title is "Julius Caesar," the drama's moral and emotional 
core is Brutus. Brutus is portrayed as a tragic hero, a noble Roman deeply torn between personal loyalty to 
Caesar and the perceived greater good of Rome. His internal conflict, his tragic flaw of being overly idealistic, 
and his eventual realization of his mistake fit the classical definition of a tragic hero. While Caesar's ambition 
is questioned, it's Brutus' tragic decision, guided by a sense of  duty,that drives the narrative. 

Historical accuracy vs. dramatization: While Shakespeare based the play on historical events, he took creative 
liberties for dramatic effect. For example, Caesar's famous line as he is stabbed, "Ettu, Brute?" ("And you, 
Brutus?"), is historically disputed and likely a Shakespearean addition. Moreover, the character portrayals, 
dialogues, and even the motivations behind certain actions are dramatized and adapted for the stage, making 
the play ablend of historical facts and artistic interpretation. 

Implications of Portrayal: 

Influence on Modern Perceptions: 

Shaping Collective Memory: 

How  historical  dramas  contribute  to  societal  understanding  and  remembrance  of  events: 
Historical dramas play a pivotal role in shaping the collective memory of a society. As noted by Langley (2015), 
these narratives, even if fictionalized, become the lens through which many understand and remember historical 
events. The portrayal of characters, events, and contexts can deeply influence the viewer's  interpretation  of  
history,  making   it  crucial  for  creators  to   strike  a  balance  between dramatization and authenticity. 



Jinyi Zhao，Lim Chsing Chsing 

 

 
Library Progress International| Vol.44 No.3 | Jul-Dec 2024                                           6620 

Role of dramas in either reinforcing or challenging established historical narratives: Dramas often walk a 
fine line between catering to popular historical beliefs and offering new perspectives. As Davis (2017) points out, 
while some historical dramas reinforce widely accepted narratives, others challenge them by bringing 
marginalized voices to the fore or presenting alternate viewpoints. Such dramatic reinterpretations  can  initiate  
public  debates,  prompting  viewers  to  reevaluate  and  broaden  their understanding of history. 

Heroism and Identity Formation: 

Influence of hero portrayals on national, cultural, or individual identity: Heroes in historical dramas 
often personify the values, aspirations, and ideals of a culture or nation. For instance, the portrayal of figures 
like Joan of Arc or King Arthur can evoke national pride and a sense of cultural identity. Thompson (2018) 
argues that these characters, by representing the best of a community's values, play a role in solidifying 
collective identities and fostering unity. 

Impacts on societal values, ideals, and aspirations: The heroes of historical dramas don't merely reflect 
societal values; they also influence them. By showcasing certain virtues, sacrifices, or struggles, dramas can 
inspire viewers to emulate these qualities, subtly shaping societal aspirations and ideals overtime. 

Public Response and Reception: 

Audience reactions to specific historical dramas: The reception of a historical drama can vary widely based on 
its portrayal of events and characters. A drama that aligns with popular historical beliefs might be received 
favorably, while one that offers a contrarian view might face backlash or controversy. 

Case studies or surveys reflecting public perception shifts due to the dramas: Case studies, such as the 
reception of Spielberg's "Schindler's List" or Stone's "JFK," highlight how historical dramas can prompt public 
discourse and even influence perceptions about real historical events. Surveys post- release can offer 
quantifiable insights into shifts in public understanding or sentiments due to the influence of a drama. 

Balancing Historical Fact and Dramatic Interpretation: 

Artistic License vs. Authenticity: 

The necessity of dramatization for compelling storytelling: Dramatization is intrinsic to the art of  storytelling 
in drama. As articulated by Warren (2006), by breathing life into historical events and figures, dramatization 
enables the conveyance of the emotional, social, and psychological facets of history. It transforms mere facts 
into lived experiences, allowing audiences to connect with the story on a deeper, more emotional level. Without 
some level of dramatization, historical dramas might risk being dry or didactic, lacking the emotional punch that 
engages audiences. 

The tension between remaining true to history and creating engaging drama: While dramatization is crucial, 
it brings tension between historical fidelity and artistic interpretation. Hamilton (2009) discusses how the 
need to create tension, conflict, and resolution - fundamental elements of drama - can sometimes lead to 
alterations or embellishments of historical facts. This tension poses a continual challenge for creators to balance 
the integrity of historical narratives with the imperatives of compelling storytelling, ensuring neither aspect is 
compromised to the detriment of the other. 

Potential Pitfalls of Dramatization: 

Misrepresentation,  oversimplification,  or  distortion  of  historical   events  or  figures:  While 
dramatization enhances engagement, it can potentially misrepresent history. Perkins (2011) explains how the 
compression of events for runtime considerations, the amalgamation of characters, or the emphasis on certain 
aspects over others can result in oversimplified or distorted portrayals. This runs the risk of audiences leaving 
with skewed or inaccurate understandings of historical events or figures. 

Risks  of  perpetuating  myths,  biases,  or  inaccuracies:  Dramatizations  that  uncritically  adopt prevailing 
narratives or stereotypes can perpetuate myths and biases, reinforcing erroneous or one-sided views of history. For 
instance, a historical drama that portrays a historical figure through an overly heroic or villainous lens without 
nuanced exploration can consolidate existing biases and hinder a multifaceted understanding of history. 

Benefits of Dramatic Interpretation: 

Bringing lesser-known histories to public attention: One of the strengths of dramatic interpretation is its 
ability to shine a light on overlooked or underrepresented aspects of history. Nelson (2013) observes how 
dramas can bring forgotten events or unsung heroes to the forefront, sparking curiosity and prompting further 
exploration and recognition of these lesser-known historical elements. 

Humanizing  historical  figures,  making  them  more  relatable  and  memorable:  Dramatization humanizes  
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historical   figures,  rendering  them  more  relatable   and  memorable  to   audiences.  By showcasing their 
struggles, aspirations, and flaws, it allows viewers to see these figures as individuals rather than distant, static 
icons, fostering empathy and a deeper understanding of their motives and actions. 

Encouraging  deeper  engagement  with  history  through  captivating  narratives:  Dramatized histories 
can act as gateways to deeper engagement with historical subjects. As posited by Richards (2015), a well-
crafted historical drama can ignite viewers' interest in learning more about the actual events, encouraging them 
to explore books, documentaries, or academic works related to the subject, thereby fostering a richer and more 
nuanced understanding of history. 

The Responsibility of Creators and Audiences: 

Ethical Storytelling: 

The responsibility of playwrights, screenwriters, and directors in historical portrayal: Creators who delve 
into historical dramas shoulder a significant ethical responsibility. As highlighted by Morgan (2014), they are not 
merely constructing a narrative, but also framing an understanding of real events and people from the past. This 
entails ensuring that their portrayals are well-researched, nuanced, and avoid  perpetuating  harmful  myths  or  
biases.  The  challenge  lies  in  resisting  the  temptation  to oversimplify or sensationalize for dramatic effect, 
thereby potentially misrepresenting the complexities of history. 

Considerations in balancing entertainment, artistry, and historical fidelity: Historical dramas are, at their 
core, works of art meant to entertain. Yet, as Lawson (2016) posits, the art of storytelling in this context must find 
abalance. While artistic interpretation is crucial to captivate the audience, it shouldn’t compromise the essence or 
truth of the historical events being depicted. This balance ensures that audiences are both entertained and 
educated, receiving a portrayal that respects historical integrity. 

Critical Consumption by Audiences: 

Encouraging  audiences  to  engage  critically  with  historical   dramas:  While   creators  have  a responsibility 
in their portrayal, audiences too play apart in how they consume these narratives. Turner (2017) suggests that 
viewers should approach historical dramas with a critical mind, recognizing the blend of fact and fiction and 
using the drama as a springboard for further exploration and understanding of the actual events. 

The role of education and media literacy in discerning fact from fiction: Educators have a crucial role in 
fostering media literacy, ensuring that viewers, especially younger ones, develop the skills to critically evaluate 
historical dramas. According to Green (2018), incorporating discussions around popular   historical   dramas   
in   curriculum   can   help   students   distinguish   between   dramatized interpretations and historical facts, 
nurturing a more discerning and informed audience. 

Collaborative Responsibility: Historical representation is a collective enterprise. Patterson (2019) emphasizes 
that by fostering collaborations between creators and historians, dramas can achieve a higher degree of 
accuracy. Furthermore, educators can use these narratives as teaching tools, while audiences, equipped with 
historical background and critical thinking skills, can engage more deeply and  meaningfully.  This  collaborative  
ecosystem  can  ensure  that  historical  dramas  enrich  public understanding while retaining their dramatic allure. 

Cultural and Societal Impacts: 

Influence on Popular Culture and Societal Values: 

Shaping Pop Culture Icons: Historical dramas often elevate certain figures to iconic status in popular culture. 
Characters portrayed as heroes in these dramas can become emblematic of certain virtues or values, with their 
stories, dialogues, or actions frequently referenced in later works, merchandise, or even everyday discourse. 

Reinforcing or Challenging Values: Historical dramas can play a dual role in terms of societal values. On one 
hand, by romanticizing particular attributes or actions, they can reinforce prevailing societal values. For instance, 
if sacrifice, honor, or bravery is emphasized in the portrayal of a hero, these virtues might be further valorized in 
society. On the other hand, by offering nuanced or unconventional portrayals of heroism, such dramas can 
also challenge or expand societal notions of what constitutes a hero. 

Inspiring Modern Narratives: The portrayal of heroism in historical dramas can serve as a template for 
subsequent creative works in various media, from books and films to video games and music. By setting 
standards of heroism, these dramas influence the kinds of protagonists and narratives that emerge in contemporary 
stories. 

Mirroring or Molding Societal Expectations: 

Reflecting Societal Context: Historical dramas often serve as a mirror, reflecting the zeitgeist of the era in 
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which they were created. The attributes, challenges, and decisions of the heroes in these dramas can echo the 
values, anxieties, and aspirations of society at the time of the drama's creation. Thus, while the drama might be 
set in a different era, the portrayal of heroism might be deeply informed by contemporary societal contexts. 

Influencing Perceptions of Ideal Behavior: By glorifying certain actions, decisions, or attributes, historical 
dramas can subtly shape societal expectations of ideal behavior. If a hero's actions in the face of moral dilemmas 
are celebrated, audiences might come to view such behavior as the gold standard for similar real-life situations. 

Initiating  Dialogues:  By  offering  new  perspectives  or  by  revisiting  and  challenging  established narratives, 
historical dramas can initiate societal dialogues. They can push audiences to reconsider preconceived notions, 
debate the actions of the hero, and engage more critically with history and its implications for the present. 

4.  Conclusion 
Recap of Key Findings: 

Reflecting on Historical Portrayals: Throughout our exploration, it becomes evident that historical dramas 
serve as more than mere entertainment. They offer a lens into the past, emphasizing heroism in ways that resonate 
with contemporary audiences. Whether challenging traditional notions of heroism, addressing issues of gender 
and race, or exploring ethical dilemmas, these dramas have consistently echoed or shaped societal values. 

Influence on Popular Culture: Historical dramas have a pronounced impact on popular culture, creating 
iconic characters, setting trends, and sometimes even sparking movements. They've given society symbols 
and narratives that have been both celebrated and critiqued. 

The Interplay with Society: Historical dramas exist in a continuous feedback loop with society. While they mirror 
current values and debates, they also mold societal perspectives, influencing how the public perceives and engages 
with history. 

The Role and Responsibility of Historical Dramas: 

Balancing Artistry with Accuracy: Creators of historical dramas bear the responsibility of navigating the 
tightrope between compelling storytelling and historical accuracy. While dramatization is inherent to the 
medium, it's essential to ensure that the essence of historical events or figures isn't lost or misrepresented. 

Enriching Public Understanding: Historical dramas have the potential to enrich public understanding of the past. 
By humanizing historical figures, portraying complexities, and spotlighting lesser-known events, these dramas 
can make history more accessible andrelatable to audiences. 

Challenging and Educating: The most impactful dramas not only entertain but also challenge viewers to think, 
reflect, and even reevaluate their perceptions. They can act as catalysts, encouraging viewers to delve deeper into 
history, foster discussions, and become more critical consumers of media. 

Looking Ahead: Future Research Avenues: 

Diverse Narratives: As society becomes increasingly global and interconnected, there's a growing interest in 
exploring diverse historical narratives from different cultures, periods, and perspectives. Future research could 
delve into how historical dramas from non-Western contexts approach heroism and their impact on global 
audiences. 

 

Digital Age and Historical Dramas: With the rise of digital platforms and streaming services, the way audiences  
consume  historical  dramas  is  changing.  Exploring  the  implications  of binge-watching, audience feedback in 
real-time, and global simultaneous releases could offer insights into the evolving relationship between historical 
dramas and viewers. 

Interdisciplinary Approaches: Combining insights from media studies, history, sociology, and even psychology 
can provide a holistic understanding of the impact of historical dramas. Future research might benefit from 
such interdisciplinary approaches, offering nuanced analyses of the genre's influence on society. 
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