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THEA 389S: Dramaturgy Topics: Sondheim (A, C) 
MW 3:30-5:40pm, Fine Arts 354 

 

Instructor: Dr. David Bisaha     

Email: dbisaha@binghamton.edu 

Phone: (607) 777-2094 

Office: FA 222 

Office Hours: Monday and Wednesday 12-1:30pm,  

and by appointment 

 

Course Description 

This special topics course teaches students skills of production dramaturgy. It emphasizes writing for the multiple 

audiences a dramaturg interacts with: the public, artistic collaborators, and academic critics. Students learn 

dramaturgy procedures, compile casebooks, and analyze performance through reviews, formal academic papers, 

and other writing assignments. This iteration of the course positions the musicals of Stephen Sondheim as objects 

of dramaturgical study. Lectures include the history of musical theatre, Sondheim’s lyric and musical legacy, and 

the Sondheim’s place in American theatre history. However, equal emphasis is placed on writing, revision, 

research presentation and musical dramaturgy methods. The course prepares students to undertake independent 

dramaturgical work.  
  

Course Objectives 

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

- Apply the skills of academic dramaturgy, including questioning, analysis, research, writing, oral 

presentation, and performance critique, to the analysis of a piece of musical theatre, 

- Engage in a complete writing process, including prewriting, drafting, revision, editing, and proofing, 

- Compose polished writing for the multiple audiences addressed by dramaturgs: the theatergoing public, 

collaborators in the production process, and academic critics, 

- Identify common musical theatre structures, and contextualize Sondheim’s innovations to the form, 

- Analyze musical theatre through text analysis, action analysis, close reading of lyrics, and musical themes, 

- Demonstrate familiarity with American musical theatre history between 1960 and 2000. 

 

Format 

This course is a lecture/discussion course with an emphasis on writing. This course will require significant 

research and dramaturgical work outside of class, and you will share your results orally in class presentations and 

discussions, and in several types of written assignments. 

 

Required Texts 

The following texts are available at the Binghamton University bookstore. Other editions of play are acceptable, 

but reading the full book/libretto is necessary in the case of Sondheim musicals. The lyrics collection Finishing 

the Hat / Look, I Made a Hat is useful resource, but cannot substitute for full libretti. Your final project casebook 

will also require that you obtain a book/libretto, recording, and possibly a score (if available) for your study play. 

 

Ghost Light: An Introductory Handbook for Dramaturgy, Michael Mark Chemers 

 

Required Plays: 

 Gypsy, Styne, Sondheim, and Laurents 

 Company, Sondheim and Furth 

Sweeney Todd, Sondheim and Wheeler 

Pacific Overtures, Sondheim and Weidman 

M. Butterfly, David Henry Hwang 

Sunday in the Park with George, Sondheim and Lapine 

Into the Woods, Sondheim and Lapine 

Assassins, Sondheim and Weidman 

The America Play, Suzan-Lori Parks 

 

 

Required Listening: 

When reading musicals for this class, you should be also listening to at least one recording of the musical in 

question. Recordings and scores are available on reserve at Bartle Library, and are also easily obtained by 

purchasing albums through iTunes or Amazon, or subscribing to a streaming service such as Spotify. Except 

where noted in class, listen to the Original Broadway Cast Recording before turning to revivals or film versions. 

mailto:dbisaha@binghamton.edu
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In addition to these plays and texts, there will also be assigned readings or selections from plays distributed in 

class or available in PDF format on Blackboard. Whether materials are on reserve, on Blackboard, 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 Blackboard. 

 Reviews of Recorded and Live Performances: 15% 

 Casebook and Casebook Presentation: 20% 

Final Research Paper: 30% 

 Theory Application Assignment: 10% 

 Two Quizzes: 10% 

 Homework, In-Class Assignments, and Participation: 15% 

 

     Reviews of Recorded and Live Performances (15% of final grade) 

You will write three reviews, directed at a general audience. Each review will be three pages long, and should 

advance some critical argument about the play and its specific performance based on observed evidence. Two of 

these reviews may be revised/rewritten based on instructor feedback, but it is not required. Due on February 1, 

February 27, and March 8. 

 

     Casebook and Presentation (20% of final grade) 
Throughout the term, you will be working on your own dramaturgical analysis of a musical, collected in a 

casebook or dramaturgical file. Twice during the semester, you will present elements of this casebook for credit. 

At midterm, you will submit an analysis of several songs, as well as writing about historical context and 

production history of the musical. At the end of the term, you will give a 10-minute dramaturgical presentation in 

which you present your musical and one or more relevant dramaturgical contexts, as though you are presenting on 

the first day of a rehearsal process. The midterm check-in will be worth 5% of your final grade and will be turned 

in on February 20, and the casebook/study play presentations (5%) will be held on April 24 and April 26. Final 

casebooks will be presented at the final turned in during finals week, with the research paper. 

 

Musicals pre-approved for Casebooks follow. You may suggest your own, subject to instructor approval. No more 

than 2 students in the class may work on the same musical. We will select Casebook musicals in class on Jan 30. 

 

West Side Story 

Merrily We Roll Along 

A Little Night Music 

The Frogs 

A Funny Thing Happened on 

the Way to the Forum 

Follies 

Passion 

Ragtime 

The Last Five Years 

Parade 

Falsettos 

A New Brain 

In the Heights 

Caroline, or Change 

The Wild Party (LaChiusa) 

Side Show 

Once on This Island 

The Color Purple 

Rent 

The Light in the Piazza 

 

Casebook requirements will be detailed on a separate assignment sheet. At minimum, the completed casebook 

will contain a production history, biographies of significant contributors to the work, an annotated script, 

historical period research, a glossary, visual research, a dramaturg’s note, a WTPN analysis, and a proposed lobby 

display. 

 

     Final Research Paper (30% of final grade) 

This assignment extends the research you have already conducted on your casebook play to advance a critical 

argument about the play. This argument may take one of several forms: you might consider the play in 
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relationship to its cultural and social context, its place in the history of musical theatre or Sondheim’s life, its 

reception and life after its premiere, or the internal structure and themes of the play. It may use concepts from the 

critical theory portion of our class, or other analytical concepts that you find in your research. While you may 

build from others’ critical analyses, found in books and articles, the argument you advance in your paper should 

be yours alone. On March 22, you will submit a written proposal paragraph explaining your argument (thesis) and 

the evidence you have for it so far. Drafts of approximately five pages will be due on April 19 (5% of grade). 

Based on instructor feedback, and on the results of a peer writing workshop to be held on May 3, you will submit 

final drafts of 8-10 pages with your casebook by 5pm on May 15. The final paper should use standard MLA style 

citations. More details to follow on an assignment sheet. 

 

     Theory Application Assignment (10% of final grade) 
This shorter writing assignment is an exercise in asking questions of plays based on theories we discuss in class. 

In four pages, you will define a concept or idea from one of the theoretical approaches we have discussed in class, 

ask several questions of one of Sondheim’s plays, and answer those questions using specific reference to 

characters, plot points, songs, or musical information in the play. By orienting your questioning around a 

theoretical concept, you will uncover aspects or possible readings of the play that may not be immediately 

apparent. The paper should conclude by explaining how applying this theoretical lens in a dramaturgical capacity 

might deepen, affect, or complicate a future production of this musical. This assignment may not be revised for 

credit, though the questions prompted may also apply to your final research paper. Due in class on April 5.   

 

     Quizzes (10% of final grade) 
Two quizzes, on February 20 and March 29, will test your knowledge of Sondheim’s biography, history, and 

plays. The first quiz will focus on Sondheim’s biography and the analytical skills learned early in the semester, 

and the second will focus on dramaturgical concepts from Ghost Light and the theoretical approaches we have 

discussed up to that point in the semester. 

 

     Participation and Homework (15% of final grade) 

Your participation in lectures, class discussions, and group activities will be an important part of your grade. 

Effective participation includes listening to others, preparing before class, and contributing to class or group 

conversations orally and in writing, when appropriate. Learning styles vary, and so this grade will take many 

venues of participation into account: homework, office hours visits, small and large group discussions, and 

lectures. A rubric is available on Blackboard. 

 

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 
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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 at least 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. 

 

Late arrival (arriving after the start of class at 3:30) 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 to class and prepare yourself for class. 

 

Each absence or pair of lates past three (or 2 absences and 3 lates, etc…) will lower your final course grade by 

one full 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. 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 Blackboard.  

 

Technology & Conduct 

Cell phones, iPods, and other electronic entertainment devices are not permitted in class.  Please silence cell 

phones before class begins and keep them out of sight.  Laptops and tablets may be used for research or 

notetaking purposes during group work and specific class exercises, and for quick reference during discussions 

and lectures. Please respect your peers and the classroom environment by using technology appropriately in class. 

 

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 

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

  

University Policies 

 

“A” and “C” Designations 

This course carries General Education Requirements A (Aesthetics) and C (Composition). 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. Students in Composition (C) courses will (1) 

demonstrate understanding of course content through formal academic writing; (2) construct effective prose that 

demonstrates critical thinking and advances sound conclusions, appropriate to the course and discipline; and (3) 

Demonstrate the ability to revise and improve their writing in both form and content. 

 

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://anthropology.tamu.edu/images/Statement_for_Syllabi.pdf
http://bulletin.binghamton.edu/
http://binghamton.edu/ssd/
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Course Calendar 

 

W Jan 18: Introduction to the Course // Format of the “Broadway Musical” 

 

M Jan 23: What is Dramaturgy? // Begin Viewing of Gypsy (2015) 

  FTC: Read Ghost Light (GL) chapter 1 

  FTC: Read Gypsy 

W Jan 25: Finish Gypsy // Why This Play, Now? 

  FTC: Read GL chapter 6 

   

M Jan 30: History and Biography of Stephen Sondheim // Discuss Casebook, Select Plays 

  FTC: Read Articles on Sondheim’s Biography (BB) 

W Feb 1: Reading for Action in Gypsy // Dramaturgy and Questioning 

  DUE IN CLASS: Review #1 (Gypsy) 

  FTC: Read GL chapter 4 

 

M Feb 6: Legacy of Stephen Sondheim // Discuss Company 

  FTC: Prepare Company (Read & Listen) 

  FTC: Read GL chapter 5 

W Feb 8: Reading Lyrics // Dramaturgy and the Theatre Company 

  FTC: Read Selections from Sondheim on Writing (BB) 

  FTC: Read GL Chapter 8 

 

M Feb 13: Sweeney Todd and Historical Questioning 

FTC: Prepare Sweeney Todd 
W Feb 15: Listening for Music and Plot  

  FTC: Read Selections on Musicality (BB) 

 

M Feb 20: QUIZ #1 // Begin Company (2006) 

  DUE IN CLASS: Casebooks Turned In, Midterm Check  

  IN CLASS: Quiz #1  

W Feb 22: Finish Company // Discuss Review Writing 

 

 

M Feb 27: Review Writing Workshop // Dramaturgs, Companies, and Audiences 

  DUE IN CLASS: Review #2 (Company) 

  FTC: Read GL chapter 9   

W Mar 1: Program Notes 

  FTC: Bring Drafts of Program Notes for Casebook Play 

 

 

 M Mar 6: WINTER BREAK, NO CLASS 

   
 

W Mar 8: Discuss Lie of the Mind // Dramaturgy and Critical Theory 

DUE IN CLASS: Review #3 (Lie of the Mind) 

FTC: Read GL chapter 3 

 

M Mar 13: Pacific Overtures // Postcolonial Theory 

  FTC: Prepare Pacific Overtures 

  FTC: Read Selections on Postcolonial Theory (BB) 
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W Mar 15: M. Butterfly // Theory and Historical Questioning 

  FTC: Read M. Butterfly 

 

M Mar 20: Sunday in the Park with George // Preparing the Actor Packet 

  FTC: Prepare Sunday in the Park with George 

W Mar 22: Modernism and Postmodernism 

  DUE IN CLASS: Final Paper Proposals 

  FTC: Read Selections on Postmodernism (BB) 

 

M Mar 27: Into the Woods // Feminist and Queer Theory 

  FTC: Prepare Into the Woods,  

  FTC: Read Selections on Feminism and the Musical (BB) 

W Mar 29: QUIZ #2 // Making Dramaturgical Presentations 

  IN CLASS: Quiz #2 

  FTC: Review GL chapter 8 

 

M Apr 3: Assassins // Dramaturgy, Adaptation, and History 

  FTC: Prepare Assassins 

  FTC; Read Selections on Historiographic Theory (BB) 

W Apr 5: The America Play // America Onstage 

  DUE IN CLASS: Theory Application Papers 

  FTC: Read The America Play 

 

 

 M/W/M Apr 10-17: SPRING BREAK, NO CLASSES 

 

 

W Apr 19: Discuss Theory Applications // Notes, Talkbacks, and Lobby Displays 

  DUE IN CLASS: Final Paper Drafts (5p) 

  FTC: Review GL chapter 9 

  

M Apr 24: Casebook Presentations (10 students) 

W  Apr 26: Casebook Presentations (10 students) 

 

M May 1: Dramaturgs Today: Professionals and Academics 

  FTC: Read Selections on Contemporary Dramaturgy (BB) 

W May 3: Writing Workshop on Final Papers  

  FTC: Come with comments for peer review 

R May 4: Sondheim and the Next Generation of Musical Theatre 

  FTC: TBA 

 

M May 8: Arts Practice and Careers // Course Conclusions 

 

• FINAL EXAM: There is no final exam for this course. Your final research paper and final casebook will 

be due by 5pm on May 15. 


