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THEA 309: Performance and Modern Culture (A, W) 
MW 9:40-11:50am, Fine Arts 249 

 
Instructor: Dr. David Bisaha 

Email: dbisaha@binghamton.edu 

Phone: (607) 777-2094 

Office: FA 222 

Office Hours: Monday 12-1pm,  

Wednesday 12-1:30pm, and by appointment  

 

Course Description 

This course investigates the development and legacy of modernist performance and theatre traditions since 1870. 

It addresses European and US-American movements, including Realism, Naturalism, Symbolism, Dada, 

Surrealism, Expressionism, Existentialism, Pop Art, and Minimalism. The course also surveys contemporary 

reactions to modernism, including contemporary playwriting, performance art, global avant-gardes, and 

postmodern design. In addition to quizzes and reading responses, students apply course content through projects 

in dramaturgy and the conceptualization of their own avant-garde performance group. Required for majors.  

  

Course Objectives 

Upon successful completion of this course, students will be able to: 

- Identify, compare, and contrast major schools, practitioners, and styles of modern, postmodern, and global 

performance between 1870 and today 

- Contextualize movements, events, and practitioners in social, economic, political, and philosophical aspects 

- Apply historical research methods to the investigation of a twentieth-century performance or group 

- Link contemporary performance practices to the theorists and practitioners of the twentieth century 

- Synthesize elements of previous styles in the creation of a new theatrical group 

 

Format 

This course is a lecture/discussion course with an independent research component. You are responsible for all 

media presented in class, which will include visual images (slides), audio, video, primary sources including 

playtexts, and secondary source readings. This course will require significant research and reading work outside 

of class, both individually and in groups, and you will share your results orally in class presentations and 

discussions, and in several types of written assignments. 

 

Required Texts 

Theatre Histories: An Introduction, by Zarrilli et al., 3rd Edition (Routledge, 2016) 

The Norton Anthology of Drama, Volume Two, ed. Gainor, Garner, and Puchner (Norton, 2018) 

 

In addition to these texts, there will also be assigned readings or selections from plays distributed in class or 

available in PDF format on MyCourses. Whether materials are on reserve, on MyCourses, or accessible via a 

library database, it is your responsibility to acquire them, make any necessary copies, and incorporate them into 

your class preparations. 

 

Major Course Elements 

 

Major elements/assessments of the course are described in brief below.  More detailed information, including 

rubrics, will be distributed and discussed in class, and posted on MyCourses. 

 Midterm Take-Home Paper: 20% 

 Final Project: Today’s Avant-Garde: 25% 

 Allied Arts Presentation: 15% 

 Quizzes: 25% 

 Response Papers: 15% 

   

   Midterm Take Home Paper (20% of final grade) 

For this paper, you will answer several short- and long-form questions in an extended piece of writing, totaling 

approximately 8-10 pages. The question topics will be drawn from our class readings and discussions, and will 

mailto:dbisaha@binghamton.edu
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emphasize analysis of the plays we have read in their historical and critical contexts. The midterm examination 

will be distributed on February 19, and will be due in class, in hard copy, by March 12. I will accept midterm 

papers in the week before the winter break as well as on the due date. For this paper, you should allot yourself 4-5 

hours of writing time, and at least as much time preparing research. All resources used should be cited in proper 

MLA format. Use library resources (print books and journal articles) as well as class readings for your evidence. 

 

     Final Project: Today’s Avant-Garde (25% of final grade) 

This project connects research into one or more avant-garde practitioners, and uses their research to inspire the 

creation of a new avant-garde approach for today’s theatre. It will also introduce you to the business side of 

theatrical production. In groups of three, you will found a performance collective and program a season inspired 

by a performance tradition we have studied in this class.  What would expressionism look like today? Dada? How 

might you develop a season that emphasized a minimalist approach, or one that addresses issues of global 

imperialism and consumption? During the last week of class, groups will “pitch” their company and their season 

in a ten-minute presentation. Final project portfolios will be due during the final exam period. 

 

To support your project, you will need to present several types of documentation: 

 Mission Statement for the new company (1-2 pages) 

 Season Proposal for at least 3 productions, stating what you will produce and how (1-2 pages) 

  At least three productions should include brief statements about direction, design, and concept 

 Mock-Up Marketing Material for your company, its season, or one production in this season (1-2 pages) 

 Statement of Historical Inspiration, including research on your model company (4 pages) 

 Funding Proposal for the Season, including technical and budget constraints (3-4 pages) 

With this you will apply for one of three fictional grants: $5000; $50,000; or $500,000 

This must include a prospective budget, including the venue to be rented, labor and materials 

costs, rehearsal schedules, advertising, administration, and reserves/contingency.  

(We will discuss more about these issues in class.) 

You may divide up labor however you like, but I recommend naming an artistic director, managing 

director/producer, and designer/technical director for your company. Each of these roles will need to have one 

foot in history and one foot in the practicalities of mounting productions today. 

 

     Allied Arts Presentation (15% of final grade) 

In groups of three, you will research a playwright or composer whose work we are reading and deliver a 

presentation for thirty minutes of class. The presentation should describe the biography, major contributions, and 

at least one major work of at least three different artists: first, the one we are reading; second, another artist related 

from the same time and geographical location (in any field); and third, a theater artist whose work is conceptually 

related to the primary figure. For example, if you were presenting on the work of Tony Kushner, an American 

playwright, you might also present on the work of Larry Kramer, a writer and playwright whose work touches on 

similar queer themes, and on Bertolt Brecht, a German director and writer who Kushner has stated was an 

influence. The purpose of this assignment is to think about relationships of context and inspiration across artists 

and disciplines of art. These discussions will add depth to our discussion of the plays and texts we read. 

 

Early in the semester, we will circulate a sign-up sheet for presentations. Days with a (*) on the course calendar 

are available for Allied Arts Presentations. You will be graded on your research, the connections you explain 

among your subjects, and the clarity and organization of your presentation. Due on dates throughout the semester. 

 

     Reading & Discussion Quizzes (25% of final grade) 

Five quizzes will be given throughout the term, and will consist primarily of identification and short answer 

questions drawn from concepts discussed in class and covered in the readings. The lowest quiz score will be 

dropped.  There are no makeups for quizzes, except for absences approved by the instructor ahead of time per the 

absence policy. 
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     Response Papers (15% of final grade) 
On Wednesdays, you will turn in a one-page response to the reading for that class period. In these responses, you 

should draw one or more connections between the plays/readings we have done so far, pose questions that occur 

to you, or raise issues prompted by the reading. You may also use these responses to develop ideas that you are 

working with in your midterm or allied arts projects. Only thoughtful, well-considered responses will receive 

credit for this assignment; this is an opportunity to develop your writing skills. Full credit for this portion of the 

class will be awarded to students who submit eight successful responses over the course of the term, though you 

may submit as many response papers as you like.  

 

Responses should be handed in in hard copy, in class. I will not accept response papers emailed to me or shared 

with me on Google Docs. There will be no make-ups for missed responses, and late responses will not be counted 

for credit. 

 

 Extra Credit (up to 2% of final grade) 

There are two ways to get extra credit. The first is by consistent strong in-class participation. Active engagement 

with texts and concepts, as evidenced by frequent, voluntary, and meaningful comments in class and leadership in 

small group discussions, will add 1-2 percentage points to your grade. The second opportunity is to submit an 

additional response paper, on the topic of a visit to a professional performance or museum that is relevant to our 

class period and topic. Certain New York, Ithaca, or touring productions may count toward this project, as well as 

visiting the Metropolitan Museum of Art, MoMA, or other performance or art exhibits. In order to get this credit, 

you must discuss your intended performance with me ahead of time, receive my approval, and submit a 2-page 

response paper connecting the performance/exhibit you saw with one or more class themes. This will also add 1-2 

percentage points to your grade. Extra credit will not exceed 3 percentage points added to the final course grade. 

 

Grading will usually be done on a letter scale (A-F).  Where translations between percentage and letter grades 

need to be done, they will follow this scale: 

 
Grades scored between Will equal 

93% and 100% A                  Excellent 

90% and less than 93% A- 

87% and less than 90% B+ 

83% and less than 87% B                  Good 

80% and less than 83% B- 

77% and less than 80% C+ 

73% and less than 76% C                  Satisfactory 

70% and less than 73% C- 

65% and less than 70% D                 Barely Passing 

      Less than 65% F                  Failing 

 

Expectations and Course Policies 

Attendance: 

Like theatre itself, the best learning involves active participation. Discussions, group work, and interactive 

exercises make up a substantial part of our work, and there is no substitute for attending class. Therefore, you are 

permitted 3 absences from this class. There are no “excused absences” in this course. If you have exhausted your 

three absences and experience an emergency later in the term, the fourth absence will count against you.  Plan 

ahead for the unexpected. The only exceptions to this policy are for religious observances, or approved 

university/department activities, such as conferences. These must be discussed with me one week ahead of the 

absence. In any case, students are responsible for material covered during absence. Absences dating before you 

first registered for this course will not count against you, though you are responsible for those days’ material.  
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Late arrival (arriving after the start of class at 9:40) interrupts the focus of those students who are on time; and 

will count as one-half of an absence. Leaving class at the midpoint break, or arriving for the second half of class 

only, will count as a late as well. If you have an obligation before this class, make sure you have enough time to 

get here and prepare yourself for class. 

 

Each absence or pair of lates past three (or 2 absences and 2 lates, etc…) will lower your final course grade by 5 

percentage points, roughly a half-letter grade. 

 

Written Assignments: 

Hand in your written assignments in hard copy, in class, on the day that they are due.  Be sure to back up your 

work as you go; lost files, unavailable emails, and corrupted documents are not a sufficient excuse for late work.  

Where necessary, use the MLA format with parenthetical in-text citations: 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/ 

 

The best way for me to receive late work is by email. This is so that both you and I have a date and time stamp on 

your assignment. Email your late paper to me as soon as possible, as an attachment in MS Word format (.doc or 

.docx) or PDF. I will not accept submissions shared with me on Google Docs; export the file into an acceptable 

format and send it to me in an email. Each calendar day that an assignment is late lowers your final grade by one 

full letter (e.g. A- to B-).  Assignments over three calendar days late will receive a zero. 

 

Communication 

The fastest way to contact me outside of class is through email. I will do my best to respond within 48 hours.  

Similarly, I expect you to frequently check your Binghamton email and MyCourses.  

 

Technology & Conduct 

Cell phones used for music/games, iPods, and other electronic entertainment devices are should not be used in 

class. Silence cell phones before class begins and keep them out of sight. Laptops, tablets, and cell phones may be 

used for research or notetaking purposes during group work and class exercises, and for quick reference during 

discussions and lectures. Please respect your peers and the classroom environment by using technology 

appropriately; those who do not follow this guideline will be asked to leave and will be marked absent for the day. 

 

Be mindful of your use of food and drink in class. Snacks and coffee are probably fine; eating full meals in class 

is disrespectful, distracting to others, and makes it difficult to take notes. Save it for the break. Similarly, don’t let 

coffee or food lines (or distance) make you late getting back from our ten-minute breaks. 

 

Per university policy, any behavior whose behavior is seriously damages the class’ ability to achieve its objectives 

will be excluded from attending class. Details on this policy, including an appeal procedure, are available in the 

Binghamton Bulletin. 

 

To ensure the free and open discussion of ideas, students may not record audio or video of classroom lectures, 

discussion and/or activities without the advance written permission of the instructor, and any such recording 

properly approved in advance can be used solely for the student’s own private use. 

 

Respect for Diversity 

In this course, each voice in the classroom has something of value to contribute to class discussion. Please respect 

the different experiences, beliefs and values expressed by your fellow students and instructor, and refrain from 

derogatory comments about other individuals, cultures, groups, or viewpoints. This course welcomes individuals 

of all ages, backgrounds, citizenships, disabilities, education backgrounds, ethnicities, family statuses, genders, 

gender identities, geographical locations, languages, military experience, political views, races, religions, sexual 

orientations, socioeconomic statuses, and work experiences. (Adapted from the Texas A&M Department of 

Anthropology Diversity Statement, http://anthropology.tamu.edu/images/Statement_for_Syllabi.pdf) 

http://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/
http://anthropology.tamu.edu/images/Statement_for_Syllabi.pdf
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University Policies 

 

“A” and “W” Designations 

This course carries General Education Requirement A (Aesthetics) and Harpur School of Arts and Sciences W 

(Writing) designation. Students in Aesthetics (A) courses will demonstrate an understanding of the creative 

process and the role of imagination and aesthetic judgment in at least one principal form of artistic expression in 

such fields as art, art history, cinema, creative writing, dance, graphic design, music, and theater. Writing (W) 

courses provide considerable experience in and feedback on writing as a tool of college-level teaching and 

learning. Written assignments in W courses constitute 30 to 100 percent of the basis for the grade in the course 

and typically consist of a minimum of 10 pages of writing. 

 

4 Credit Course Designation 

This course is a 4-credit course, which means that students are expected to do at least 12.5 hours of course-related 

work or activity each week during the semester. This includes scheduled class lecture/discussion meeting times as 

well as time spent completing assigned readings, studying for tests and examinations, participating in lab sessions, 

preparing written assignments, and other course-related tasks. 

 

Academic Integrity 

Plagiarism, copying of assignments, cheating, and other breaches of academic integrity will not be tolerated.  

Violations of the University-wide policy on academic integrity will result in automatic failure of the assignment 

and possible failure of the course. Binghamton University’s Academic Honesty Code and infraction procedures 

are available in the Bulletin, http://bulletin.binghamton.edu. If you have any questions about what constitutes 

plagiarism or academic dishonesty, schedule a meeting with me. 

 

Accommodations 

Students wishing to request academic accommodations to insure their equitable access and participation in this 

course should notify the instructor as soon as they are aware of their need for such arrangements.  Authorizations 

from Services for Students with Disabilities (SSD) are generally required.  We encourage you to contact SSD at 

(607) 777-2686 (for voice and TTY) to schedule an appointment with the Director or Learning Disabilities 

Specialist.  The SSD website (www.binghamton.edu/ssd) includes information regarding their Disability 

Documentation Guidelines.  The office is located in UU – 119. 

 

Personal or Academic Stress 

If you are experiencing undue personal or academic stress at any time during the semester or need to talk with 

someone about a personal problem or situation, I encourage you to seek support as soon as possible. I am 

available to talk with you about stresses related to your work in my class. Additionally, I can assist you in 

reaching out to any one of a wide range of campus resources, including: 

 

1. Dean of Students Office: 607-777-2804 

2. Decker Student Health Services Center: 607-777-2221 

3. University Police: On campus emergency, 911 

4. University Counseling Center: 607-777-2772 

5. Interpersonal Violence Prevention: 607-777-3062 

6. Harpur Advising: 607-777-6305 

7. Office of International Student & Scholar Services: 607-777-2510 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://bulletin.binghamton.edu/
http://binghamton.edu/ssd/
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Course Calendar 

 

W Jan 17: Introduction to the Course // The Question of Modernism 

 

M Jan 22: Developments of the 19th Century // Wagner and Early Experiments in Modernism  

  In Class: Select Allied Arts Presentation Dates 

  For This Class (FTC): Read Theatre Histories (TH) 325-333, 342-50 

W Jan 24: Discussion of Buchner, Woyzeck // Allied Arts Activity 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  FTC: Read Buchner, Woyzeck (Norton) 

   

M Jan 29: Naturalism and Realism // Discussion of Ibsen, A Doll’s House 

  FTC: Read TH 350-362 

  FTC: Read Ibsen, A Doll’s House (Norton) 

W* Jan 31: Ibsen, Chekhov, and Realism in Europe 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  Allied Arts Project: Ibsen 

  FTC: Read TH 409-413 

    

M Feb 5: Glamour and the Avant-Garde // Discussion of Wilde, Salome 

  FTC: Read TH 363-379 

  FTC: Read Salome (Norton) 

W Feb 7: QUIZ #1 // World War I, Revolution, and the Avant-Garde 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  FTC: Read TH 409-417 

 

M Feb 12: Expressionism in Europe and the US // Discussion of Treadwell, Machinal 

  FTC: Read TH 380-382, 387-392 

  FTC: Read Treadwell, Machinal (Norton) 

W* Feb 14: Treadwell // Futurism and Cubism  

  Allied Arts Presentation: Treadwell 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  FTC: Read TH 413-417 

  FTC: Read Marinetti, “Feet” (MyCourses)  

 

M Feb 19: Dadaism and Surrealism 

  Distributed in Class: Midterm Take-Home Paper Assignment 

  FTC: Read Tzara, Gas Heart (Norton) 

FTC: Read Breton, “First Surrealist Manifesto” and “Second Surrealist Manifesto” (MyCourses) 

W* Feb 21: Tzara & Dada // Meyerhold & Constructivism 

  Allied Arts Presentation: Tzara 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  FTC: Read TH 417-423 

 

M Feb 26: Brecht, Piscator, and Alienation 

  FTC: TH 424-434 

  FTC: Read Brecht, The Good Woman of Setzuan (Norton)   

W Feb 28: QUIZ #2 // Federal Theatre Project 

  Response Paper Due in Class 
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   WINTER BREAK – NO CLASS MARCH 5-7 

 

M Mar 12: Postwar Drama; Existentialism and the Absurd 

Due in Class: Midterm Paper (I will accept exams the week before winter break, as well.) 

FTC: Read TH 445-454 

FTC: Read Beckett, Waiting for Godot (Norton) 

FTC: Read Esslin, From The Theatre of the Absurd (Norton) 

W* Mar 14: Artaud, Beckett, and Peter Brook 

Allied Arts Presentation: Beckett 

Response Paper Due in Class 

FTC: Read Artaud, “Theatre of Cruelty: First Manifesto” (MyCourses) 

 

M Mar 19: Postwar Realism in the US // Discussion of A Raisin in the Sun 

  FTC: Read TH 457-464 

  FTC: Read Hansberry, A Raisin in the Sun (Norton) 

W* Mar 21: Method Acting & American History 

  Allied Arts Presentation: Hansberry 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  FTC: Read Documents on Method Acting (MyCourses) 

 

M Mar 26: Theatres of Protest in the 1960s // Grotowski, Schechner, and the Ensemble 

  FTC: Read TH 472-475, 477-480, 490-492 

  FTC: Bring Protest Theatre Research  

W Mar 28: QUIZ #3 // Pop Art & Fluxus 

 Response Paper Due in Class 

  

  WINTER BREAK – NO CLASS APRIL 2-4 

 

M Apr 9: Minimalism and the Theatre of Image // Performance Art 

  FTC: Read TH 492-503 

  FTC: View & Prepare Video Examples (MyCourses) 

W* Apr 11: Producing Workshop // Phillip Glass, Einstein on the Beach 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  Allied Arts Presentation: Glass 

  FTC: Selections on Producing (MyCourses) 

 

M Apr 16: Commercial and Noncommercial Production // Discussion of Buried Child 

  FTC: Read TH 504-510 

  FTC: Read Shepard, Buried Child (Norton) 

W* Apr 19: Contemporary Playwriting // Postmodern Theatre 

  Allied Arts Presentation: Shepard 

  Response Paper Due in Class  

  FTC: Read Selections from Lehmann, “Postdramatic Theatre,” (MyCourses) 

  

M Apr 24: QUIZ #4 // Discussion of Almighty Voice and His Wife 

  FTC: Read Moses, Almighty Voice and His Wife (Norton) 

W* Apr 26: Discussion of Caryl Churchill, Cloud 9 

  Allied Arts Presentation: Churchill 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  FTC: Read Churchill, Cloud 9 (Norton) 
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M May 1: Discussion of Ruined // Final Project Pitches 

  Final Project Pitches Due in Class 

  FTC: Read Nottage, Ruined (Norton) 

W* May 3: Lynn Nottage // Final Project Pitches 

  Allied Arts Presentation: Nottage 

  Response Paper Due in Class 

  Final Project Pitches Due in Class 

 

M May 7: New Platforms for Performance: Digital, Extra-Theatrical, Immersive, Devised // Course Conclusion 

  FTC: Read TH 549-573 

  FTC: Read Rancière, “The Emancipated Spectator” (MyCourses) 

 

FINAL EXAM: Time and Location to be announced 

• The final exam will consist of Quiz #5 and turning in your finished final project. And, perhaps, 

treats. 


