
Theater Studies 129S, Section 2 
Diagnosis: Dramaturg. Production Dramaturgy Producing Theatre Scholarship. 

Dr. Jules Odendahl-James 

 
Classroom: Bivins 214    Office: Room 200F, Art Bldg.1 
      Office Phone: 660-4378 
      Email: jao@duke.edu2  
Meeting Time: T/TH 11:40am-12:55pm  Office Hours: 1:30-3:30pm Weds. & by appt.  

 
Course Content 
In her introduction to The Respect for Acting, legendary performer and teacher Uta Hagen observed, 
“More than in any other performing arts the lack of respect for acting seems to spring from the fact 
that every layman considers himself a valid critic” (1973). In a public sphere rife with spaces (online 
and off) where you can share your opinion about cultural products with others, Hagen’s observation 
extends beyond the craft of acting. Performing arts criticism itself is no longer limited to those with 
training, expertise, or credentials. In order for one’s assessments to resonate beyond the blogsphere, 
campus newspaper, or barstool, however, opinion must be grounded in a sense of history, a nuanced 
understanding of form, and an investment in the meaning and resonances of the cultural product 
beyond its moment/place of production. Such an informed approach to reviewing aesthetic work is 
the core of salient academic writing in theater and performance studies. 
 
In this course, you will employ techniques of production dramaturgy as a bridge between the literary 
analysis of dramatic texts and criticism of live theatre events. The course’s premise is that the work 
of the theatre scholar, especially one who grapples with performance practices, is a kind of 
dramaturgy and the work of the production dramaturg is a kind of scholarship. Similar to a 
dramaturg, the scholar fixes her gaze on the performance text, the performance concept/context, 
the performance event, and the audience. Similar to a scholar, the dramaturg researches, analyzes 
and conveys performance history, contexts, and motivations in writing to an audience both within 
and beyond the theater space. 
 
Course Texts 
There are three required texts that should be available at Duke Textbook Stores: 

1. Dramaturgy in American Theater: A Source Book. (1997) Eds. Jonas, Proehl & Lupu. 
 This text is also on reserve in Lilly Library. 
2. The Production Notebooks: Theatre in Process Vol. 1. (1996) Ed. Mark Bly. 
3. Backwards and Forwards: A Technical Manual for Reading Plays. (1983) By David Ball. 
 

There are two recommended texts selected for their relevance to theatre research: 
1. A Dictionary of Theatre Anthropology: The Secret Art of the Performer. (2nd edition, 2005) By Eugene 

Barba 
2. The Timetables of History: A Horizontal Linkage of People and Events (4th edition, 2005) Ed. 

Bernard Grun. 

                                                 
1 This building is located between the newly renovated Branson Theatre and the Bivins Bldg. on the edge of 

East Campus behind Brodie Gym and the tennis courts.  
 
2 Email is the best way to reach me. I do not respond to messages sent past 5pm in the evening and my internet 

access on weekends is limited. 
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There are also three supplementary texts on 3-hour reserve in Lilly Library; 
1. Life as Theater: A Dramaturgical Sourcebook. (2nd edition, 1990) Eds. Brissett & Edgley. 
       HM 1003 .L544 1990 
2. Dramaturgy: A Revolution in Theatre. (2006) By Mary Luckhurst. 
        PN 2053 .L75 2006 
3. Words at Play: Creative Writing and Dramaturgy. (2005) By Felicia Londre. 

 
The course’s production texts will be dictated by the dramatic offerings at Duke University and 
beyond. Currently, spring seasons across the Triangle include titles such as Topdog/Underdog (Suzan-
Lori Parks), Spring Awakening (Frank Wedekind), Bent (Martin Sherman), Crowns (Regina Taylor), and 
Dead Man Walking (Prejean/Robbins). Depending on your selection of play/production, we will read 
essays that explore the nature and purpose of performance traditions (e.g. writings by Aristotle, 
Plato, Artaud, Brecht, Grotowski, Kushner, Scholes, Rich and, among others).  
 
Course Assignments.  
 
Due dates are dependent upon student selection of play/production. Writing in the course will 
follow a four-tier sequence:  
 
Assignment 1. A close textual analysis of selected scripts under production by a local theater 
company. 5 pages. 10% of final grade.  
 
Assignment 2. A collaboratively written research report focused on the script’s content and offers an 
analysis of the script’s production and reception history. 7-10 pages. 15% of final grade. 
 
Assignment 3. Rehearsal observation notes (if possible) and/or interviews with director, casts, 
designers, producing venues will provide foundation for collaboration on a mock program and/or 
study guide for anticipated audience members. Length and format of writing will be dictated by type 
of supporting material composed. 20% of final grade. 
 
Assignment 4. A review-length article that discusses the script, its history, the goal/vision of this 
specific production, and that production’s reception. You will model this writing after the 
“Performance Analysis” feature of Theatre Research International. I will make these examples available 
to you. These pieces will be collected into a class anthology. 12-15 pages. 25% of final grade. 
 
Anthology Introduction. The writing and research you collect in your Production Notebook (see 
Seminar Contribution) can serve as raw material for the collectively-authored introduction to our 
Essay 4 anthology, in which we will discuss the semester-long process of linking dramaturgical 
practice with theatre scholarship, addressing aesthetic, political and personal matters of art and 
assessment, and investigating larger questions regarding the form and function of dramatic criticism.  
5% of final grade. 
 
Seminar Contribution. 25% of final grade. 
Includes: 

 On-time class attendance, completion of all class assignments, prepared participation in out-
of-class meetings (as scheduled), and consistent and creative involvement in course 
discussion.  
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 Creation of a Production Notebook. Throughout the course, you will keep a course journal. 
Entries should be personal reflections on course readings, discussions, and your selected play 
and its production. It should also be a place where you keep dramaturgical research 
materials. Think of it as an archival record of your journey with a text and its production.  

 Lurking (or participating in discussions if you wish) on the Literary Managers & Dramaturgs 
of the Americas Dramaturgy Discussion List. Subscription information can be found at 
<http://conversation.ca/mailman/listinfo/dramaturgy>. This discussion list will give you 
both a resource for possible research/writing avenues and a window into how dramaturgs 
talk with other dramaturgs, promote new projects, debate new developments in the field, ask 
for assistance with a project, etc. 

 

A long time may have passed since your Writing 20 experience but you should recognize (and 
resurrect, if necessary) the practices of workshopping and revising (with input from peers and 
instructor) multiple drafts of each writing assignment. We will follow MLA guidelines for citation in 
this course. You can find a full copy of the MLA Handbook, 6th Edition in the Reference section of 
Lilly and Perkins/Bostock Libraries. If you do not already own a copy and you plan to pursue 
graduate study in the Arts, Humanities or some Social Sciences, you might find this text a prudent 
investment. There is a modest MLA tutorial online at 
<http://library.duke.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html>. 
 

Grading Policy 
Grading sometimes seems like the most difficult and contentious part of a professor’s job. This is 
especially the case in fields, like theatre, where even rigorous academic work includes elements of 
creative processes and subjective interpretations. Do not assume that effort = excellence. You might 
spend hours on an assignment; however, if your analysis is only superficial, even if it is written in 
clear and concise prose, it might not merit an A. Ultimately, it is my hope that our class interactions 
will focus on developing more nuanced and narrative means of describing the strengths and limits of 
theatre production (both on the stage and on the page).  
 

I employ pluses (+) and minuses (–) as small prods to reward prose that strikes me as particularly 
creative, strong, or eloquent or to mark writing that misses the mark because of lack of clarity or 
care.  
 

I expect you to participate as an active member of this seminar: to meet your writing (and 
responding) deadlines, to read and respond seriously to the work of others in this class, and to make 
your own voice heard. I reserve the right to raise or lower your semester grade one step (for 
instance, from a B to a B+ or a B-) to reflect the consistency and quality of your overall work in this 
seminar. Your continued enrollment in this course indicates your understanding and acceptance of 
these evaluation parameters. 
 

Grade Scale 
A         94 – 100    A-        90 – 93 

B+ 87 – 89  B 84 – 86      B-      80 – 83 
C+ 77 – 79         C 74 – 76      C-      70 – 73 
D+   65 – 69  D 60 – 64     
F 0 – 59 
 
 

http://conversation.ca/mailman/listinfo/dramaturgy
http://library.duke.edu/research/citing/within/mla.html

