LONS DTPC 181S
PLAY CRITIQUE
Instructor

LOUISE BURNS

Office
Hours

N/A

Course Description
The course is centred on theatre productions, with the emphasis on fringe venues, established
theatre companies as well as one of the main subsidised institutions, the National Theatre. This
allows you to see some new and innovative work as well as more traditional classic revivals.
Our focus each week will be analysing plays in performance. You are seeking to hone your
critical and analytical skills.
Some sessions are dedicated to student group presentations, where you will apply this work to
your own analysis of productions viewed this term.
These student presentations are based upon the theatre productions we see this term. This
teaches you to consider your role as a member of the audience, to develop a constructive critical
approach and to test out your ideas in debate. You are expected to have a copy of the play
text, Stephen Unwin’s book and the course reader with you every lecture.
It is important that you become familiar with the world of which the theatre is a part. You should
therefore try to watch relevant television programmes, read newspapers regularly, concentrating
especially upon feature articles about the arts generally and specifically theatre reviews.
Throughout the semester, you may be given copies of articles about the theatre and reviews of
the production seen.

Everyone is required to buy or have access to all play texts from each of
the productions. Please note that at new writing theatres the play text is sometimes
included with the programme.
The classes consist of a lecture and seminar discussion, with theatre visits. Some sessions are
dedicated to student group presentations, where you will apply this work to your own analysis of
productions viewed this term.
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Desired Outcomes
‐ Learning a theatrical vocabulary.
‐ Play analysis: Recognising dramatic devices in text
‐ Reading a stage: Recognising theatrical conventions in performance
‐
‐

Ability to articulate how both a play text and a stage are read on multiple levels.
Understanding why plays approached in a social context.

*Assessment Components
CLASS AND SEMINAR PARTICIPATION [10 %]
You are expected to have read all play texts and allocated reading, as well as attending every
production. Contribution to class discussion throughout the semester is part of the overall
assessment of the course.
If you miss the group theatre visit, you will have to see it on your own time (and your own dime).
Please do not be late for any of the theatre shows as you will not be admitted.
STUDENT LED GROUP PRESENTATION [30 %]
See course schedule for dates of presentations
Student presentation leading to a written paper. In groups, you will give a presentation focusing
on one question relating to a production. Each production we see this semester is covered by
allocated groups of students (depending on the number of students in the class) who prepare the
presentation. The presentation is based on a basic knowledge of the play and the production.
This presentation is not just a factual assessment, but a critical assessment. Students are
expected to refer to and apply the readings to discussion.
ESSAY [30 %]
This written essay is a continuation of the student`s presentation. It is a critical essay drawing on
the work untaken to date. The essay will be 2,000 words in length.
FINAL EXAMINATION [30%]
During the final week of the semester, there will be an examination consisting of essay questions,
each of which refers to productions seen as part of the course.
*Failure to submit or fulfill any required course component results in failure of the class

Assessment Expectations and Grading Conversion
Please refer to your Arcadia University student handbook for information regarding the London
Centre’s most up-to-date marking criteria and assessment expectations.
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Degree Class

Numerical Grade

Arcadia Letter
Grade

First Class
1st

75-100
68-74
65-67

A+
A
A-

Upper Second Class
2.1

60-64
55-59
50-54

B+
B
B-

Lower Second Class
2.2

47-49
43-46
40-42

C+
C
C-

Third Class
3rd

35-39

D

Fail

0-34

F

Attendance Policy
ARCADIA has a strict policy about course attendance. Illness or family emergencies may require
a student's absence. Such an absence must be documented by a physician's note or by
consultation with the Arcadia University London Office prior to the absence. The Office will inform
the Director of the circumstances requiring the absence. The Director will have the final decision
on the disposition of an absence. The absent student is always responsible for assignments
missed.
Unexcused absences from exams are not permitted and will result in failure of the exam. If you
are granted an excused absence from examination (with authorisation, as above), your lecturer
will decide how you will make-up the assessment component, if at all (by make-up examination,
extra coursework, or an increased weighting on an alternate assessment component, etc.).

Arrival at work or class more than ten minutes late or leaving the class early will be considered an
absence. More than one unexcused may result in the lowering of the final mark.
Please note that for classes involving a field trip or other external visit, transportation
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difficulties are never grounds for an excused absence. It is the student’s responsibility to arrive at
an agreed meeting point in a punctual and timely fashion.

Submission of Work
Written work due in class must be submitted as per the lecturers instruction, by the stated
deadline.

Plagiarism Policy
You are expected to subscribe to the principles of academic integrity, and you must be willing to
bear individual responsibility for your work while studying abroad. Any academic work (written or
otherwise) submitted to fulfill an academic requirement must represent a student’s original work.
Any act of academic misconduct, such as cheating, fabrication, forgery, plagiarism or facilitating
academic dishonest, will subject a student to disciplinary action.

Classroom Etiquette
Eating is not permitted in any classrooms. Kindly dispose of rubbish in the bins provided. Please
keep your mobile phones off in class.
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Required Text(s)
1. Course Reader
2. Unwin, Stephen (2010) The Well Read Play, London: Oberon Books
3. Ionesco, Eugene: Rhinoceros - any edition
4. Pinter, Harold: Old Times- any edition
5. Graham, James (2012) This House, London: Methuen
6. Stephens, Simon, Port – any edition
7. Macleod, Iain Finlay (2013) Somersaults, London: Oberon Books
8. Duffy, Clare (2012) Money: the Gameshow London: Oberon Books
Supplemental Text(s)
1. Brook, Peter, The Empty Space (1968) London: Penguin
2. Edgar David, How Plays Work (2009) London: Nick Hern Books
3. Leach, Robert, Theatre Studies: The Basics (2008) London: Routledge
4. Gasgill, William, Words into Action: Finding The Life of The Play (2010) London, NHB
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Course Schedule
Week/Date
Session 1

Topic
COURSE OVERVIEW
-Assessment overview
- Rubric for essays and
presentations
- Students are introduced to a
critical vocabulary.
- Student presentation groups
established.
WHAT IS A PLAYWRIGHT?

Vocabulary:
Society
Culture
Time and place
Who is the playwright?
Where, When & What are
they writing?
Why?

Required Reading

Extra Activities

Some weekly reading will be shared between students
You are expected attend every theatre production. If
you miss the group theatre visit, you will have to see it
on your own time (and your own dime). Please do not
be late for any of the theatre shows as you will not be
admitted.
Seminar Reading:
Stephen Unwin Chapters 2& 3
(Where does a play come from, Who wrote it?).
Arthur Miller: ‘Many Writers: Few Plays’.

Session 2
HOW DO WE READ A
STAGE IN PERFORMANCE?

Robert Leach
pp 1-16 & pp174 – 175

Case Studies:
Hamlet (Shakespeare)
Death of a Salesman (Arthur
Miller)
Samuel Beckett (various
plays)

Stephen Unwin Chapter 9
(How does the play work in the theatre?)

Vocabulary:
Performance
Stage Conventions:
Use of space, set design,
Imagery, music, lighting,
& costume
Signs
Meaning
Images
Drama
Society

Page 6

Steve Waters
‘Writing Space’ Excerpt from, The Secret Life of Plays’.
Scene extracts from:
Hamlet
Death of a Salesman
Beckett

…continued

World of the play (Unwin)
‐ Suspension of
disbelief
‐ Stage directions
‐ Setting
‐ Spoken locations
‐ Acts & Scenes
‐ Rhythm
Theatre trip TBC

Session 3
HOW DO WE READ A
PLAYTEXT ON THE PAGE?
Part I - How plays tell stories,
and why rules are made to be
broken!
Case Study: Based on theatre
trip
Vocabulary:
What is Text?
Dramatic Structure
Plot
Space & time
Subtext
Imagery
Drama
Theme
Session 4

HOW DO WE READ A
PLAYTEXT ON THE PAGE?
Part II
Case Study: Based on theatre
trip
Vocabulary:
Action
Character

Robert Leach
pp 18 –33
David Edgar: ‘Making a drama’ – Excerpt from the
Guardian
Stephen Unwin - Chapter 6
pp 125- 7 & p136

Stephen Unwin - chapter 5
pp 66-68 (character & action)
p72 (Key drives)
p77-79 (Action)
William Gasgill
16-19 & 61 -68 (Action)

Session 5
WHAT MIGHT THE PLAY
ACTUALLY MEAN?
Case Study: Based on theatre
trip
Vocabulary:
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Robert Leach
pp 18 –33
Stephen Unwin
p102 - Reference
p 104 - Resonance

Audience
Society
Imagination

Mark Lawson: ‘ Timing is everything: how plays find
their moments’ - Excerpt from the Guardian

Session 6
Case Study: Based on theatre
trip
Vocabulary:
Semiotics (of the stage and
the page)

STUDENT PRACTICAL WORK:
Applying what we have discussed to date, students will
present an analysis based on the theatre trip

QUESTIONS TO DISCUSS:
What is the play about: story and themes?
How does the play communicate the story on the page
& in performance: literary & stage devices?
How do you make meaning from the production: What
is the role of the audience?

Theatre trip TBC

Session 7
Student led presentation # 1

Seminar

Theatre trip TBC
Session 8
Student led presentation # 2

Seminar

Theatre trip TBC
Session 9
Student led presentation #3

Theatre trip TBC
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Seminar:

Session 10
Student led presentation #4

Seminar

Theatre trip TBC
Session 11
Student led presentation #5

Seminar

REVIEW SESSION

All relevant notes and reading material.
Come prepared to discuss.

Session 12

Session 13
EXAM
You should also read newspapers regularly.
All, apart from The Times, are available on line for free.
Concentrate especially upon feature articles about the arts generally and specifically theatre
reviews. In addition, editorial and commentary are excellent insights into our society. This is a
crucial element to understanding how plays work.
Newspapers include:
Daily: The Guardian
The Independent
The Times
The Independent
The Daily Mail
Sunday: The Observer
The Independent
The Times
Listings Magazines include:
Time Out (this specialises in reviews of small fringe productions)
The Guardian Guide (this is free with The Guardian every Saturday)
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