
THEA371   Modern Drama and Theatre           MWF 1:10-2:00                 Fall 2019 

Ed Kahn        eekahn@owu.edu      740-368-3844              Office Hours: Wed & Fri  3-4pm  and by appointment 

 

Learning Objectives: This class will explore Modern Drama: playwrights, dramaturgy, historical contexts, and 

factors in performance – with particular emphases on:  

  1) Understanding how playwrights prioritized different styles and different mechanisms in order to 

illuminate “truths” for audiences. 

  2) Analyzing how writing choices helped playwrights illuminate these “truths.” 

  3) Honing research, writing, and critical thinking skills as they pertain to the creation or reception of 

dramatic texts in context of culture. 

Texts:   
Peer Gynt (Nordic Series) by Henrik Johan Ibsen, Rolf Fjelde 

(Ibsen) Four Major Plays: (we’ll read Hedda Gabler)  

The Plays of Anton Chekhov by Anton Chekhov, Paul Schmidt (we’ll read The Bear, Uncle Vanya) 

Strindberg: Five Plays by August Strindberg, Harry G. Carlson   (we’ll read Miss Julie, Ghost Sonata) 

Nine Plays of the Modern Theater by Harold Clurman 

 (we’ll read Caucasian Chalk Circle, The Balcony, Rhinoceros, Waiting for Godot, The Visit, 

   Birthday Party, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead) 

Naked Masks: Five Plays     or     Six Characters in Search of an Author and Other Plays   by Luigi Pirandello 

 (we’ll read It Is So- If You Think So, Six Characters in Search of an Author) 

Pygmalion and Major Barbara (Bantam Classics) by George Bernard Shaw (we’ll read Major Barbara) 

Mother Courage and Her Children by Bertolt Brecht  

Plays One by Caryl Churchill (we’ll read Vinegar Tom, Cloud Nine) 

Betrayal by Harold Pinter  

Death and the King’s Horseman by Wole Soyinka 

 

You need not own these editions.   However, beware of adaptations and be aware of variations in translation if you are 

reading other copies.  (You can still read them – just don’t let small differences confuse you during discussion.) 

 

Evaluation: Quizzes & Quizlets will be given at the start of almost every class on that day’s reading.  

  Quizzes on days with literature assigned (or days with literature and ERes or Handouts) will usually 

be six multiple-choice questions.  Quizlets on ERes and Handouts will usually be three multiple-

choice questions. Quiz questions will be on any of the readings for that day.  Missed Quizzes and 

Quizlets cannot be taken at a later date or time (a grade of zero will be assigned) so arrive on time for 

class.  If you know that you will miss a class, arrange to take a Quiz/Quizlet in advance.  If you miss a 

Quiz/Quizlet for a really good reason, a writing assignment (topic chosen by the instructor) may be 

completed to substitute for the Quiz/Quizlet. You may drop your lowest Quiz score and your lowest 

Quizlet score, including any zeroes earned from missing a class. 
 

  Participation involves your help at getting to the crux of the readings – be it important questions, 

themes, connections, etc.  Check marks will be assigned each day.  No checkmarks for the entire 

semester will earn a 75% in participation.  The average amount of check marks will earn a 90%.  

Others will be scaled linearly, with a maximum of 100%. 
 

    Attendance is expected.   You may miss three classes (for any reason).   If you miss more classes, your 

final grade will be lowered by one percentage point for the next (fourth) absence, two additional 

points (or –3% total) for five absences, three additional points (or –6% total) for six absences, etc.  If 

there are extenuating circumstances, please see your instructor. 
 

  Everyone will write Paper #1 (5-8 pages).   You may also write Paper #2 (10-15 pages) in place of 

taking a cumulative final.  Students fulfilling their writing option must write both papers, submit 

drafts by the appropriate deadlines, and meet with the instructor in November.   Late papers 

will be penalized 10% per day.  Both papers are to be Argumentative Research papers. 
 

   Participation . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .    5% 

   Paper #1 [5-8 pages] . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15%   

Paper #2 [10-15 pages]  or Final Exam. . . . . 30% 

   Quizzes . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  38% 

   Quizzies . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 12% 

 

93+% = A, 90-93% = A-, 87-90% = B+, 83-87%=B, 80-83%=B-, etc. 



    Syllabus and Reading Assignments Due Dates 
 

To be read for that day's class:   (ERes password = “moderndrama19”) 

 

Aug 21 W Introduction Handout: Bloom’s taxonomy and styles of history/lit courses 

 

 23 F The Visit (1956)  Durrenmatt, The Visit  

  1st quiz! 
     * What are ways to discuss this text?   How does it have “meaning” for readers 

and audiences? 

 

 

 26 M Context  ERes: Bogdany’s The Visit Research 

  1
st
 quizlet! AND Handout (2 pages): “Isms” in the Theatre 

     
* What puts the text in context?  How much of the text can be analyzed in a 

short essay?    Also, here’s a quick overview of “isms” in the theatre – a way to 

talk about “form.” 

 

 28 W Peer Gynt (1867) pt. 1 Henrik Ibsen, Peer Gynt Acts 1-3    

  
    * The theme and the working-class anti-hero are new, but Ibsen tries to  

    blend it with the “old” romantic form.   Is it a failure or ahead of its time? 
 

 30 F Kierkegaard AND ERes: Anderson, Susan Leigh. On Kierkegaard.  USA 

Wadsworth, 2000. 40-51. 

      

    * What context is floating around Scandinavia in the late 19
th

 century when 

Ibsen is writing?  New thoughts inspire new theatre!  Kierkegaard proposed one 

way that individual choices could be important – a crucial development for 

Modern Theatre. 

 

 

Sep 2 M  Peer Gynt  pt. 2 Peer Gynt Acts 4-5   

 
    * Act 4 dives into social satire; Act 5 returns to probing human questions.   

 

4 W Rise of Realistic Acting Handout (2 pages total): Excerpt from Andre Antoine’s 1890 

manifesto of the Theatre Libre actor (From Actors on Acting); “Antoine’s 

Audiences” (From A Source Book in Theatrical History)  

    AND ERes: Styan, J.L.  “A New Production Style: The Saxe-Meiningen 

Company.”  In Modern Drama in Theory and Practice.  Vol. 1, Realism and 

Naturalism, 11-17.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981. 

 

    * As writing evolved, so did acting and directing and design.  Can you imagine 

how influential the Saxe-Meiningen Company was for artists looking for 

“truth”? 
 

 6 F Hedda Gabler (1891) Henrik Ibsen, Hedda Gabler  

 
   * Hedda Gabler is by the same author as Peer Gynt, but Ibsen has embraced a 

dramatic change in style and subject.  What are the different ways that he looks 

at responsibilities in this play? 

 

 

9 M The Bear  ERes: Senelick, Laurence. “Professor’s Row.” Tufts Magazine (Spring 

2005): 13-15. 

   AND Anton Chekhov, The Bear 

 
   * Chekhov developed his own style from an ironic view of life.  How does it 

still comment on society? 



 

11 W   Uncle Vanya (1897)  Anton Chekhov, Uncle Vanya 
 

   * Is the humor still present in this full-length play?   

 

13 F Miss Julie (1888) August Strindberg, Miss Julie 

 
   * Strindberg pushes towards his own idea of naturalism with setting, dialogue, 

and theme.  How would today’s audiences see the tensions between the lower-

class man Jean and the upper-class woman Julie?  (Don’t miss the unseen, 

unstated event that happens between them in the interlude.)  

 

 

16 M Strindberg (1888) ERes: Strindberg, August. “Preface to Miss Julie.” In Selected Plays, 

translated by Evert Sprinchorn. Minneapolis: University of Minnesota 

Press, 1986. pp. 204-217. 
 

   * An author reveals his thinking.  If ideas are the crux of the work, shouldn’t 

point-of-view be one of the most valuable ingredients? 

 

 18 W Major Barbara (1905) George Bernard Shaw, Major Barbara  

    
   * Shaw also thinks that he has “facts.”  How does he make his argument for 

social services and ridding the world of the “greatest sin of all”? 

 

20 F Shaw and Research ERes: Excerpts from G. B. Shaw, “Ideals and Idealists.” In The Quintessence  

 Papers  of Ibsenism. New York: Hill and Wang, 1913. pp. 39-45.   

AND Handout (5 pages): Short Paper Assignments 

AND ERes: Jamison’s Major Barbara Research Paper   
 

   * Pay careful attention to Shaw’s definitions of “Realist” and “Idealist.”   Which 

are the Philistines?  Which are the Idealists?  Who is the Realist?  (Which does 

Shaw see himself as?)    Also, start to think what you could argue about the 

plays we’ve read.  What does Matthew Jamison argue? 

 

 

23 M    Mother Courage (1939) Bertolt Brecht, Mother Courage and Her Children 
    

   * How does Brecht try to focus you on choices, rather than plot?  For example, 

if one is to judge actions, should one get attached to the characters?   

 

25 W  Brecht  ERes: Brecht, Bertolt. “The Street Scene,” Brecht on Theatre, edited and 

translated by John Willett. New York: Hill and Wang, 1964. pp. 121-129. 

AND ERes: Styan, J.L.  “Epic Theatre in Germany: Early Brecht.”  In 

Modern Drama in Theory and Practice.  Vol. 3, Expressionism and Epic 

Theatre, 139-144.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981. 

      
   * Some context for Brecht, as well as his explanation of what he’s trying to 

accomplish - it’s about showing, not being!  (But artistically showing, 

nonetheless) 

 

      27 F Caucasian Chalk Circle (1944)    Bertolt Brecht, Caucasion Chalk Circle 

    
    * More ideas, but also more story as Brecht looks forward to the end of WWII.  

More straightforward too, perhaps?   

 

 

 30 M  Vinegar Tom (1976) Carol Churchill, Vinegar Tom  

   PAPER #1 TOPICS DUE!  (written assignment for 3 pts.) 

 
   * Carol Churchill is also Brechtian.  Look at more than just the feminism: What 

does she say about economics and class? 

 



 

Oct    2 W Point of View/Criticism ERes: Dolan, Jill.  “The Discourse of Feminisms: The Spectator and 

Representation.”  In The Feminist Spectator as Critic.  Ann Arbor and 

London: UMI Research Press, 2014.  pp. 1-18. 

    

   * Let’s consider how the spectator’s point-of-view affects the viewing – and 

ultimately the meaning – of a play.  This somewhat lengthy article looks at how 

the tools of feminist criticism can help unravel different meaning in texts.   

 

  4 F Cloud Nine (1978) Carol Churchill, Cloud Nine 

   RESEARCH WORKSHEET DUE!  (written assignment, 3pts.) 

 
   * Brechtian works can be funny too!  Hand in the RESEARCH WORKSHEET! 

 

 

 

7 M Death and the King’s   Wole Soyinka, Death and the King’s Horseman 

 Horseman (1975)   
    * Our only African writer of the semester.  How does Soyinka deal with a clash 

of cultural values? 

     

  OCT 9/11  Mid-Semester Break! 

 

14 M The Blind (1890) ERes: Styan, J.L.  “The Symbolic in Drama.”  In Modern Drama in Theory 

and Practice.  Vol. 2, Symbolism, Surrealism, and the Absurd, 1-4.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981  

AND ERes: Maurice Maeterlinck, The Blind   
       

   * Notice how the mood, dialogue, and subject matter of the The Blind are so 

different from plays which focus on “real life.” 

 

16 W Let’s talk about papers! PAPER ARGUMENT WORKSHEET DUE! (3 pts.) 

 

18 F  Ghost Sonata (1907) ERes: Styan, J.L. Expressionism in the Theatre.”  In Modern Drama in  

 and Expressionism  Theory and Practice.  Vol. 3, Expressionism and Epic Theatre, 1-7.  

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981.    

   AND August Strindberg, Ghost Sonata 

 
   * By 1907 an ailing Strindberg had turned his attention towards what lay 

beyond daily life. Ghost Sonata takes place in limbo – between the lands of the 

living and the dead. 

 

 

21 M It Is So, If you Think So (1917) Luigi Pirandello, It Is So, If You Think So (aka So It Is…). 
 

   * The search for “Truth” takes an interesting turn with Pirandello. What is 

objective and subjective about reality?  Through whose point-of-view do we see 

a work?  Can there be more than one point-of-view? 

   THESIS STATEMENTS DUE!  (3 pts.) 

   IF DOING WRITING OPTION – PAPER DRAFTS ARE DUE! 
 

 

 23 W Pirandello ERes: Styan, J.L.  “Pirandello and the Teatro Grottesco.”  In Modern Drama 

in Theory and Practice.  Vol. 2, Symbolism, Surrealism, and the Absurd, 76-80. 

 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981  

    
   * A discussion about Pirandello’s exploration of appearances and pretenses. 

 

 25 F  Six Characters... (1921)  Luigi Pirandello, Six Characters in Search of an Author 
     

    * Note how the characters’ partial story is intentionally melodramatic.  What’s 

more important, the incidents or the characters’ attitudes towards “living”?  

Who really wants to live – and why? 



   

 

     28 M Papers!  Paper #1 Due!     
 

   * Get your paper finished and polished! 

 

 30 W Rhinoceros (1959) Eugène Ionesco, Rhinoceros   

   
   * Ionesco is our first absurdist.  Think about lack of purpose and absence of 

“Truth” – rather than merely what seems ridiculous.  Do the seemingly 

irrational events still reflect reality? 

 

Nov    1 F  Theatre of the Absurd ERes: Excerpt from Martin Esslin, “Introduction,” The Theatre   

   of the Absurd. New York: Penguin Books, 1983.pp. 22-25.  

    AND ERes: Waxberg, Charles S.  The Actor’s Script: Script Analysis 

for Performers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1998. 2-11, 16-22. 
 

   * What makes an existentialist work absurdist?  Pay attention to the discussion 

of form.   What does Waxberg add to the discussion of form? 

 

 

  4 M Waiting for Godot (1949) Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot  
 

   * What makes life bearable?  What fills the time?  The characters’ needs can be 

truthful, even if the form is absurd. 
    

     6 W Beckett  ERes: Asmus, Walter D. “Beckett Directs Godot,” in On Beckett 

(Anthem Press, 2012), 209-217. 

Long paper topic due – for those writing papers.  These are also 

argumentative research papers; this time they are to be 10-15 pages 

in length. 

 
   * Beckett reveals a few things about his play.  What does he care about in 

production? 
 

            8 F The Balcony (1957) Jean Genet, The Balcony  
 

    * Genet sees the world as if reflected in funhouse mirrors: highly theatrical  

    and darkly comic.  Without meaning is fiction better than reality?  (It’s also  

    quite in line with Artaud’s theories, if you’re a Theatre and Its Double fan.) 
 

  

 11 M Birthday Party (1958) Harold Pinter, Birthday Party 
 

    * Pinter takes the absence of meaning even further.  What is true here?  What 

experience does he mean to give audiences? 

 

  13 W Pinter  ERes: Schechner, Richard. “Puzzling Pinter.” TDR 11 (Winter  

    1966): 176-179, 184. 
   

    * Schechner shares his view of what makes Pinter “work.”  Perhaps the puzzle 

has more value than the solution? 
 

 15 F Betrayal (1978) Harold Pinter, Betrayal 
 

    * What does this play have in common with Birthday Party?  Does it still refuse 

to provide verification? 

 

  

 18 M Long Paper Presentations  Short discussion of your work so far, if you’re writing a long paper. 

 
 

      

 



 20 W Contemporary Criticism Handout (1 page): Delahoyde, “Introduction to Literary Criticism”  

 
   * What have our plays asked from us – that we “decode” them, “experience” 

them, or see them “change in meaning” as we read/see them?   What does 

theory say about the ways that plays can or cannot transmit knowledge? 

 

 22 F Hamletmachine (1977) ERes: “Hamlet Machine,” Adaptations of Shakespeare. London and 

New York: Routledge, 2000. pp. 208-214.  

    AND ERes: Kalb, Jonathan. The Theatre of Heiner Müller. Cambridge 

and New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998. pp. 110-120.  
   

   * Be sure to read both ERes documents.  The first is the play with an 

introduction.  The second shows you how densely it’s built up from cultural 

references. 
 

  THANKSGIVING! 
 

Dec    2 M Hamletmachine Handouts (3 pages total): Hamletmachine reviews: Mel Gussow, 

“Stage View; Cranking up a Powerful Hamletmachine”; Jonathan Kalb, 

“A Postmodern Hamlet by a Driven Provocateur”; Jim Poyser, 

“Contraption of the Psyche” 
 

   * Here are just a few of the ways that Hamletmachine has been produced.  

Which would be your favorite?  How do they add to the deconstruction? 
 

 4 W Rosencrantz & Guildenstern (1966)       Tom Stoppard, Rosencrantz & Guildenstern are Dead 

    If doing writing option, long paper drafts due! 

 
    * Stoppard draws on many influences – here it’s a combination of   

    Shakespeare, fate, theatricality, probability, etc. 
 

       6 F Review 

 

 

    9 M 1:30pm     Final or Paper #2 Due      

 

 

  This syllabus is subject to change at the discretion of the instructor. 

 
“The American with Disabilities Act (ADA) is a federal anti-discrimination statute that provides comprehensive civil rights 

protections for persons with disabilities. Among other things, the legislation requires that all students with disabilities be 

guaranteed a learning environment that provides for reasonable accommodation of their disabilities. If you have, or think you may 

have, a disability (e.g., mental health, attentional, learning, chronic health, sensory, or physical), please contact Disability 

Services in Sagan ARC Room 316 or call 740.368.3990 to arrange a confidential discussion regarding equitable access and 

reasonable accommodations. If you are registered with Disability Services and have a current letter requesting reasonable 

accommodations, please contact your instructor as early in the semester as possible to discuss how the accommodations will be 

applied in the course. For more information, consult the Disabilities Services website, http://ldac.owu.edu/index.html.” 

 

Meaningful and constructive dialogue is encouraged in this class and requires a degree of mutual respect, willingness to listen, 

and tolerance of opposing points of view.  Disruptive behaviors such as excessive talking, distracting use of electronics, and 

intolerance are prohibited. 

 

http://ldac.owu.edu/index.html

