
Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science, 2025, 9(6), 1092-1098 
https://www.hillpublisher.com/Journals/jhass/ 

ISSN Online: 2576-0548 
ISSN Print: 2576-0556 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.06.007 1092 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 
 

Aesthetic Continuities and Transformations: A 
Diachronic Comparison Between Online Short 
Dramas and Ancient Greek Dramas Using Gérard 
Genette’s Narrative Theory 

Ruojie Chen 

School of English Studies, Shanghai International Studies University, Shanghai 201620, China. 
 

How to cite this paper: Ruojie Chen. 
(2025) Aesthetic Continuities and Transfor-
mations: A Diachronic Comparison Be-
tween Online Short Dramas and Ancient 
Greek Dramas Using Gérard Genette’s Nar-
rative Theory. Journal of Humanities, Arts 
and Social Science, 9(6), 1092-1098. 
DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2025.06.007 
 
Received: April 29, 2025 
Accepted: May 26, 2025 
Published: June 25, 2025 
 
*Corresponding author: Ruojie Chen, 
School of English Studies, Shanghai 
International Studies University, Shanghai 
201620, China. 
 

  Abstract 
In the age of digital media, online short dramas have emerged as a novel storytelling 
format characterized by compressed narratives, emotional satisfaction, and frag-
mented viewing. Although these modern forms appear to deviate from the estab-
lished norms of traditional theatrical art in terms of creation processes and expres-
sion styles, they share similarities in narrative aesthetics, which has not received 
much scholarly attention. Adopting a diachronic approach and using Gérard Ge-
nette’s narrative theory, this paper seeks to investigate the extent to which contem-
porary online short dramas retain the narrative principles of ancient Greek drama. 
It focuses on the five core narrative elements, i.e., order, duration, frequency, mood, 
and voice, in selected examples from both genres. It is found that thematic aesthet-
ics, narrative structure, and narrative speed continue from the traditional theatrical 
art to contemporary online short drama, although some major transformations in art 
are also identified. The findings highlight not only the adaptability of classical nar-
rative techniques in modern contexts but also the lasting psychological needs of the 
audience. 
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1. Introduction 

The landscape of dramatic art has been significantly transformed with the rise of digital media. Short dramas on short 
video platforms like TikTok (Douyin) have emerged as a new form of entertainment, presenting unique narrative 
styles—bite-sized, fast-paced, and emotionally-driven. 

At first glance, this emergent form of the mini and exaggerated narrative style seems to betray the traditional drama, 
especially the art forms presented in theatres, such as ancient Greek drama. Yet, upon closer inspection, a question 
arises: do these modern dramas merely reflect present viewing habits, or do they also inherit the original narrative 
structures embedded in the long history? Despite the temporal and cultural divide between ancient Greek drama and 
online short dramas, potential similarities may lie in their shared narrative aesthetics. However, existing research has 
largely examined these two forms in isolation. Studies on ancient Greek drama focus on its historical and literary 
significance, while analyses of short dramas concentrate on their industrial production, social impact, and audience 
engagement. Hence, these independent studies leave a significant research gap: a lack of diachronic studies exploring 
how narrative aesthetics have evolved from ancient Greek drama to modern online short dramas, and what 
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continuities or transformations exist between them. 
This paper seeks to fill this gap by employing Gérard Genette’s narrative theory as a framework to conduct a 

diachronic comparative analysis. Genette’s theory, with its focus on elements such as order, duration, frequency, 
mood, and voice, provides a grounded lens to examine how narrative aesthetics have adapted over time. By compar-
ing selected examples from both ancient Greek drama and contemporary online short dramas, this study aims to 
reveal the principles of storytelling that continue through temporal and technological boundaries, while also offering 
a novel perspective on the evolution of narrative aesthetics, bridging the classical and the contemporary. 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Narrative Structures in Ancient Greek Drama 

Ancient Greek drama, including both tragedy and comedy, employed narrative techniques that have profoundly in-
fluenced Western storytelling traditions. One of the most fundamental frameworks for understanding Greek dramatic 
narratives is Aristotle’s Three Unities—Unity of Action, Unity of Time, and Unity of Place—as articulated in Poetics. 
These unities sought to create coherence and compression in drama. Schafer (1917) examines how William Shake-
speare navigated the classical dramatic unities of time, place, and action in his plays. Aeschylus and Sophocles, two 
famous playwrights, utilized various narrative strategies to convey complex themes and elicit emotional responses 
from their audiences. Goward (1994) explores these techniques, highlighting the use of messenger speeches, proph-
ecies, and dramatic irony as tools to develop plots and characters. 

Furthermore, Greek myths, which formed the basis of many Greek tragedies, have demonstrated remarkable adapt-
ability across time (Wrigley, 2010). Even as narrative structures changed, the core themes—such as fate, justice, and 
ethics—remained relevant, allowing these stories to be reshaped for new audiences. 

Both the compression of the plot and the adaptability of the theme suggest that the core of ancient Greek drama 
can be passed down through the eras, which also lays the foundation for the later discussion on whether the short 
drama has retained its narrative structure. 

2.2 Narrative Structures in Contemporary Online Short Drama 

Compared to traditional drama art, the emergence of the mini and exaggerated narrative style in online short dramas 
focuses on telling stories in a shorter and more concise format. Their key features include: in terms of content, they 
are primarily based on adaptations of online literature, with a clear central theme, a concise and well-rounded plot, 
and well-defined characters; regarding distribution, each episode lasts from a few seconds to 15 minutes, typically 
shared through mobile vertical screen platforms like social media and video apps; in terms of impact, their viral 
nature of spread encourages users to engage actively by watching and sharing (Qin, 2024, p. 163). This shift reflects 
the new type of audience’s narrative aesthetic in the digital age, and it also brings new challenges and opportunities 
for directors to explore different storytelling methods. 

Due to the fact that China, including some countries in Southeast Asia, was the leading country in the short drama 
industry, the majority of research on short dramas focuses on Chinese short dramas. By considering short dramas a 
newly developed product, many scholars have discussed the emergence and development of short dramas. Zheng 
(2024) criticized the homogenized content in the short drama industry, believing that short drama “should neither 
overly showcase sentimental love myths, nor excessively cater to the audience’s internal needs for catharsis and 
revelry” (p. 9). Yang (2023) pointed out the dilemma that “online short dramas have practical problems such as low 
quality, imbalanced value, and widespread entertainment” (p. 1). Some scholars also concentrate on the comparative 
analysis of short dramas. For example, Liu and Chen (2022) conducted a comparative analysis of the development 
of online short dramas in China and South Korea. These are qualitative studies based on the perspectives of infor-
mation dissemination and communication. 

There are also empirical studies on different aspects of short dramas. Pu et al. (2024) take the top 10 short dramas 
collected by the App Growing platform as the main research object, aiming to explore the effectiveness of short 
dramas in marketing. Qin (2024) conducts a qualitative and quantitative analysis of the content narrative, media 
strategies, audiovisual communication, and communication effects of four representative online short dramas. 

The above researchers have all adopted a synchronic approach, analyzing the emergence and achievements of short 
dramas during the contemporary period. However, a significant gap emerges in the diachronic research that explores 
the evolution and transformation of narrative structures of drama, especially from ancient drama to contemporary 
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drama. They neglected that these two seemingly unrelated theatrical forms of drama across time seem to have some-
thing in common. 

Therefore, this paper aims to fill this gap by conducting a diachronic analysis using a certain narrative theory, 
examining how the narrative structures have evolved and been adapted over time from the context of ancient Greek 
drama to contemporary online short dramas and what has motivated this transition. In order to better fill this gap, in 
the next section, I will introduce Gérard Genette’s narrative theory as the analytical framework. 

2.3 Gérard Genette’s Narrative Theory as a Framework 

Gérard Genette’s Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method provides a structuralist framework for analyzing story-
telling, breaking narratives into five key elements: order, duration, frequency, mood, and voice (Genette, 1972/1980). 
Although some scholars have doubted this theory, for example, Pier (2010) pointed out that Genette’s narrative theory 
might appear to be dated from the vantage point of postclassical narratology (p. 9), the work generally sets a new 
standard by providing a comprehensive and well-articulated approach to describing and analyzing the discourse of 
narrative as a system. Also, these categories help us understand how narrative authority shapes the audience’s expe-
rience, whether in the oral storytelling of ancient Greece or the visual storytelling of online short dramas. The value 
of Genette’s five key elements of narrative to this paper will be explained in detail in the next section. 

In sum, most existing studies analyze either ancient Greek drama or contemporary online short dramas in isolation. 
However, a significant gap emerges in the diachronic research that views the emergence of the online short drama 
industry as a continuity of ancient drama. To fill the gap, this diachronic study will examine how short dramas trans-
form classical narrative structures while retaining core storytelling principles by applying Genette’s narrative theory. 

3. Methods 

This paper adopts a diachronic comparative analysis, applying Gérard Genette’s narrative theory as the analytical 
framework. By systematically examining narrative structures, specifically the elements of order, duration, frequency, 
mood, and voice, in selected examples of ancient Greek drama and contemporary online short dramas, this method 
enables a comprehensive understanding of how the latter transforms or retains the aesthetics of the former. 

Genette’s theory, originally designed for literary texts, still proves valid here because dramatic forms fundamen-
tally organize their storytelling through narrative structures. This method focuses on five elements of narrative struc-
ture: order, duration, frequency, mood, and voice. 

Order focuses on the time of thing told and the time of the narrative (Genette, 1972/1980, p. 33), which refers to 
the sequence in which events are presented relative to their chronological occurrence, helps reveal whether the way 
of storytelling relies on techniques like analepsis (flashback) or prolepsis (flashforward). Duration, the relationship 
between the speed of the narrative and the length/time taken to narrate (p. 87), allows the examination of how narra-
tive structures are compressed, expanded, or omitted in both Greek drama and online short dramas, highlighting 
continuity or shifts in pacing and emphasis. Narrative frequency—the relations of frequency between the narrative 
and the diegesis (p. 113)—can serve to investigate the recurrence of certain actions (such as prophecies or revenge 
acts in Greek drama, or repeated storytelling in online short dramas). Mood studies the narrator’s perspective, includ-
ing who sees and who speaks (p. 163). This can show whether the storytelling stays distant and formal, like in Greek 
drama, or becomes more personal and emotional, like in many online short dramas. Finally, voice focuses on who 
tells the story and when (p. 213). Comparing the chorus and messengers in Greek drama with the narrators in online 
dramas can reveal how the role of storytelling has changed. 

This method is creative because it uses a theory that was originally made for literary texts to study traditional 
drama and digital media, offering a fresh theoretical bridge between classical traditions and contemporary formats. 
By doing so, the study proposes an innovative way to understand how core narrative structures adapt across time and 
technological change. 

4. Analysis 

4.1 Thematic Aesthetics: Continuities and Transformations 

Both ancient Greek drama and contemporary online short dramas emphasize the importance of conflict and emotional 
release. In ancient Greek drama, conflict is often achieved through a tragic recognition, known as anagnorisis, where 
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the protagonist realizes a fatal truth about their fate (Aristotle, ca. 335 BCE/1999, p. 13). The anagnorisis happens 
when Oedipus realizes his true identity—that he is both the son and murderer of Laius, and the husband and son of 
Jocasta. This recognition causes his downfall and makes him a hero with a tragic flaw, and in his case, that flaw is 
probably a mix of pride, anger, and determination to control his fate. Ancient Greek drama often shows that great 
individuals are not defeated by fate alone; they contribute to their own tragedy through their choices. Like Oedipus, 
characters such as Creon, Ajax, and Medea in ancient Greek drama experience downfall through their own flaws—
pride, rage, and stubbornness. 

This not only leads to a deep emotional experience for the character but also for the audience. According to Aris-
totle’s Poetics, the audience experiences catharsis, which is a kind of emotional cleansing or purification, making the 
audience feel wiser, cleaner, and more emotionally balanced (Aristotle, ca. 335 BCE/1999, p. 8). 

Genette understands “mood” as the regulation of narrative information, and its two main modes are “distance” and 
“perspective”. The distance refers to how much the audience is emotionally close or distant from the events of the 
story. In ancient Greek drama, the mood often brings the audience close to the characters’ feelings, which represent 
different perspectives. The audience follows the characters’ hopes, fears, and despair directly, especially during mo-
ments of anagnorisis. This close emotional distance makes the catharsis stronger because the audience has success-
fully shared the intense emotions of the character. By being drawn deeply into the mood of the tragedy, the audience 
is able to experience a powerful emotional release at the end. However, there still exists a distance. The ancient Greek 
drama often focuses on great individuals and takes place in royal families, which sets barriers for most of the citizens 
to put themselves into a character with royal power. 

In short dramas, a much simpler emotional release for the audience is often provided through more immediate and 
satisfying plots such as revenge, the downfall of villains, and the success of previously oppressed characters. These 
moments offer strong emotional pleasure without requiring the audience to experience tragic enlightenment. The 
online short drama Twenty-Nine achieved a remarkable milestone of over 100 million views within just three episodes 
after its release on Douyin. It explores a timeless and classic theme – infidelity, while depicting the female protago-
nist’s fierce counterattack after discovering her husband’s betrayal. Another online short drama, Super Security 
Guard, tells the story of a security guard who unexpectedly inherits a vast fortune, successfully takes revenge on a 
wealthy heir who once bullied him relentlessly, finds true love, and ultimately creates a business legend. Both exam-
ples are typical wish-fulfillment dramas or power fantasy, but the former targets females, focusing on women’s self-
growth, while the latter caters to males, themed on male empowerment. Regardless of their target audiences, their 
explosive popularity stems from their ability to meet the emotional needs of viewers, offering them the most imme-
diate emotional stimulation and gratification within just a few minutes of viewing, while temporarily dissolving the 
real-life challenges they face. Zheng Yapeng (2024) defines this pleasure-driven culture as a form of youth subculture 
(p. 7). He argues that it fundamentally originates from a psychological sentiment arising from the collision between 
individuals’ intense desires and the unsatisfactory realities of life. The emergence of short dramas provides these 
groups with an ideal emotional outlet. 

In online short drama, the audience is not asked to think from a distance as in ancient Greek drama, but is brought 
directly into the character’s emotional world, which creates a highly engaging mood that keeps viewers emotionally 
close. When the protagonist wins revenge or success, the audience feels the victory immediately and strongly, as if 
it were their own. This emotional closeness is a key reason why short dramas can offer such a powerful sense of 
satisfaction in a very short time. 

4.2 Structural Continuities and Transformations 

Ancient Greek drama often followed the principles of unity of action and time (a play to have a single action within 
the course of a day) as discussed by Aristotle in Poetics, while unity of place was more a practical result of stage 
limitations instead of an original principle. Typically, an ancient Greek drama takes place within a short period, in a 
single location, and revolves around a central conflict. For instance, Oedipus the King by Sophocles is set entirely in 
the royal palace in Thebes and follows Oedipus’s investigation into his identity, all within a single day, although past 
events are revealed through dialogue and messenger reports. 

Online short drama, despite its modern format, continues this tradition by focusing on a single main storyline with 
very few subplots. Since each episode of an online short drama typically lasts less than 10 minutes, the narrative time 
and space are inevitably more condensed. As a result, short dramas usually do not spend much time elaborating on 
the story background, character biographies, or world-building rules, but instead focus on a single main plotline (Shi 
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& Huang, 2023, p. 63). This narrative structure helps to maintain a clear and intense emotional experience for the 
audience, meeting people’s demands for watching dramas in a fast-paced society. For example, in The Perfect Good 
Girl, the story centers tightly around the heroine’s struggle against her oppressive family environment. The drama 
does not spend time exploring the backgrounds or subplots of minor characters; instead, it utilizes all narrative energy 
on the heroine’s journey of liberation and self-discovery. This concentrated narrative structure allows the online short 
drama to deliver a complete and satisfying narrative experience within a limited time. 

At the same time, thanks to the use of modern filming techniques and editing tools, online short dramas can easily 
break linear storytelling. They often employ time-travelling to rearrange the story’s timeline, allowing for more dra-
matic tension and emotional experience in a limited time. This non-linear and fragmented narrative can be defined as 
a kind of anachronies as described by Genette, which refers to the various types of discordance between the two 
orderings of story and narrative (Genette, 1972/1980, p. 35), marking a major difference from the traditional narrative 
structure of Greek drama. This shift not only changes the way the narrative is organized but also influences the pacing 
of the drama. Therefore, it is necessary to further examine the differences in narrative speed between ancient Greek 
drama and online short drama. 

4.3 Rhythmic Changes in Narrative Speed 

The rhythm of ancient Greek drama is generally slow and solemn. Characters often express their emotions and 
thoughts through long soliloquies, giving the audience time to reflect on the moral or philosophical questions of the 
events. The pacing allows for deep emotional engagement but requires patience. For example, in Medea by Euripides, 
Medea delivers a powerful soliloquy before killing her children, struggling with love, revenge, and justice: 

MEDEA 
I’ve made up my mind, my friends. 
I’ll do it – kill my children now, without delay, 
…… 
Come, pick up the sword, 
wretched hand of mine. Pick up the sword, 
move to where your life of misery begins. 
Don’t play the coward. Don’t remember now 
how much you love them, how you gave them life. 
For this short day forget they are your children — 
and mourn them later. Although you kill them, 
still you loved them. As a woman, I’m so sad. 

Medea (Line 1456-1472) 

Euripides portrays Medea as an enraged woman who kills her children to get revenge on her husband Jason because 
of his betrayal of their marriage, but he makes her speak for herself and admit her hardship with the help of soliloquies. 
The long soliloquies also pause the storytelling to invite the audience to synchronously ponder the moral paradoxes. 
This technique was defined as “pause” by Genette in the discussion of duration, which refers to the narrative that 
inserts descriptions or commentaries that do not directly contribute to the story events, where narrative time may span 
no duration (Genette, 1972/1980, p. 49). 

Ancient Greek drama also preferred to utilize the chorus to slow down the rhythm of storytelling. According to 
Schlegel, the chorus is “the ideal spectator”, and conveys to the actual spectator “a lyrical and musical expression of 
his own emotions, and elevates him to the region of contemplation” (Schlegel, 1846, p. 70). For example, the chorus 
commented on Medea’s filicide right after in this way: 

CHORUS 
Hail to Earth, 
Hail to the Sun, 
whose rays illuminate all things. 
Turn your eyes, look down, 
see this destroying woman, 
before she sets her bloody hands, 
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her instruments of murder, 
onto her own children, 
those offshoots of your golden race. 

Medea (Line 1474-1481) 

In this way, ancient Greek drama often employed techniques like soliloquies and choruses to decelerate the narra-
tive when it came to critical events, presenting a rhythm of [slow-pause-slow]. This deliberate pacing amplified 
dramatic tension, intensifying the story’s conflicts to a climax and prompting the audience to reflect on the plot. 

In contrast, short dramas move much more quickly. They often use summary, ellipsis, and other techniques to skip 
less important actions and present key events at a high density. According to Genette, “summary” refers to the nar-
rative that covers relatively long story events in a brief text, where narrative time is shorter than story time (Genette, 
1980, p. 95). As for the “ellipsis”, it refers to the narrative completely skipping certain story events, resulting in 
narrative time being zero while story time can span any duration (Genette, 1972/1980, p. 106). 

Shi (2023) points out that online short dramas skillfully employ implicit ellipsis—“omissions whose existence is 
never stated in the text, leaving the audience to infer them only through chronological gaps or narrative discontinui-
ties.” (p. 64) For example, Escape from the British Museum employs a unique personification technique, telling the 
story of an exquisite Chinese jade vase that escapes from the British Museum, transforming into a young girl. Upon 
its release, the short drama quickly went viral across major online platforms. Its patriotic core, resonating with con-
temporary aspirations, has drawn public attention to the issue of looted cultural relics and the calls for the return of 
artifacts. Surprisingly, it does not dwell on historical events or the artifacts’ backgrounds. Instead, it compresses 
history into emotions through ellipsis and summary, focusing primarily on the jade vase’s quest to return home. These 
storytelling techniques contribute to the online short drama’s distinctive narrative pace [fast-slow-fast]. 

Despite its fast-paced storytelling, online short dramas often slow down the pace at critical moments, such as when 
a protagonist achieves revenge or when a villain is exposed. These moments are presented almost in real-time, which 
is defined as “scene” by Genette, referring to the narrative presenting events in a duration that closely approximates 
their actual occurrence, where narrative time is approximately equal to story time (Genette, 1972/1980, p. 109). In-
terestingly, this pattern can be observed in ancient Greek drama more often. Ancient Greek drama relies heavily on 
stichomythia (rapid line-by-line dialogue) during climactic scenes, which creates real-time pacing. For example, Oe-
dipus and the prophet Tiresias started a fierce debate when the latter prophesied the former’s guilt: 

Oedipus: What prompted thee? I swear ‘twas not thine art. 
Tiresias: ‘Twas thou. I spoke not, save for thy command. 
Oedipus: Spoke what? What was it? Let me understand. 
Tiresias: Dost tempt me? Were my words before not plain! 
Oedipus: Scarce thy full meaning. Speak the words again. 
Tiresias: Thou seek’st this man of blood: Thyself art he. 
Oedipus: ‘Twill cost thee dear, twice to have stabbed at me! 
Tiresias: Shall I say more, to see thee rage again? 

Oedipus the King (Line 330-404) 

Therefore, despite their different narrative speeds and techniques, both ancient Greek drama and online short dra-
mas strategically control rhythm to enhance emotional intensity, creating a fluctuating pace that guides the audience’s 
engagement and response. The above analysis also demonstrates that online short dramas sharply increase the pace 
of overall storytelling compared to ancient Greek dramas due to the changed aesthetics of the audience and advanced 
media of presentation. 

5. Conclusion 

In conclusion, ancient Greek drama and contemporary online short dramas, though separated by thousands of years 
and different cultural contexts, share core narrative and emotional functions while transforming. In terms of thematic 
aesthetics, both dramas prioritize conflict and emotional release, but they do so through different ways: Greek dramas 
rely on catharsis through anagnorisis and moral contemplation, while short dramas offer immediate satisfaction 
through revenge, success, or empowerment. Structurally, both tend to focus on a major storyline, but while ancient 
Greek drama follows unity of time and place due to theatrical constraints, short dramas condense space and time for 
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contemporary fragmented viewing habits. 
In rhythm and narrative speed, the contrast is most obvious. Ancient Greek drama is often slow and solemn, while 

online short dramas accelerate plot development to cater to the audience’s demand for quick satisfaction. Nonetheless, 
both genres slow down at climactic points, whether through stichomythia in ancient Greek drama or “scenes” of 
confrontation in online short dramas. 

These similarities reveal an enduring principle: effective storytelling does not rely on how much is told, but how 
structurally and emotionally it is delivered. The continuity of narrative aesthetics across these two seemingly dispar-
ate drama forms highlights not only the adaptability of narrative techniques but also the unchanging psychological 
needs of audiences. 
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