
Studies in Nineteenth – Century Literature: 
Victorian Drama 

Fall 2005 
(English 322) 

Instructor:  Kathryn Crowther    Classroom:      Buttrick 208   

Email:        kcrowther@agnesscott.edu  Class Meets:    MWF: 2:00-2:50  

Office:       Buttrick 222  ext. 5484   Office Hours:   MW:  3-4 

  

 
 

"Ah, what an actor you would have made, Mr. Dickens, if it just hadn't been for them 

books."
i
 

 

“Sensation is what the public wants and you cannot give them too much of it.”   

       --Dion Boucicault 

 

Course Description 

Over the course of the semester we will study the texts of plays – reading them as literary 

texts – as well as considering their role as manifestations of specific aspects of Victorian 

culture.  We will approach drama as both a literary mode and a performance, 

investigating staging, costume, special effects, and each play‘s place in theater history.   

Using both contemporary and historically contemporaneous critical texts, we will explore 

primary texts to uncover the narrative and performative strategies that dramatists and 

directors employed to engage and entertain Victorian audiences.  Specifically we will 

examine the modes melodrama (unit two), comedies and ―other‖ drama (unit three) and 

New Drama and pantomime/burlesque (unit four) and we will read critical articles which 

articulate the historical and theoretical importance of these genres. Additionally, we will 

watch excerpts of 19th century plays on film and will trace the legacy of Victorian drama 

in contemporary drama and films (for example the description ―melodrama‖ appears in 

over 100 films in the Internet Movie Database).  Finally, Agnes Scott students are lucky 

enough to have access to the oldest producing theater in Atlanta – your own Blackfriars 

student theater troupe – so you are encouraged to attend on-campus performances and to 

bring your experience of live drama to bear on our class reading.   

mailto:kcrowther@agnesscott.edu
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Texts:  
 

- Representative British Dramas Victorian and Modern – Part One by Montrose J.    

             Moses 

- Theatre in the Victorian Age by Michael R. Booth 

- The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde 

- Major Barbara by George Bernard Shaw 

- Course pack available at bookstore 

- St. Martin’s Handbook 

 

A dictionary and thesaurus. 

 

Course Objectives: 

 

        To develop a vocabulary to talk about the drama of the Victorian era.  To learn  

about the historical period and to understand how the social and cultural 

background of the period informs and is reflected in the drama. 

 

        To participate in the discussion of literature with your peers, understanding that a 

fruitful classroom exchange comes from careful reading, thoughtful questioning, 

attentive listening and strong verbal skills. 

 

        To hone the close-reading skills necessary for the analysis of drama and to learn 

how to present your reading of a text to your peers. 

 

        To develop a set of questions about a text which then can be crafted into a 

research project.  To hone your questions into a concise thesis statement and to 

approach the writing process as a multi-stage process of research, drafting, 

instructor and peer feedback and editing.  

 

 To learn how to use library resources and how incorporate criticism into your  

writing effectively and responsibly. To understand the nature of plagiarism and to 

know how to paraphrase, summarize and cite correctly using MLA citation rules.   

 

Course Requirements:    
 

Attendance: 

       Coming to class on time and prepared is imperative.  

 

       Be punctual!  Every excessive tardy will count as a partial absence (1/4).  Thus,  

   4 tardies  =  one unexcused absence. 

 

       If you exceed three absences, I will drop your final grade one grade level (ie. a "B"  

         will become a "B-") per absence. 

 

       Missing more than 8 classes will result in an "F" for the course. Missing class for a  
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   university-sponsored event requires a letter from the appropriate administrator            

   before the absence.  Assignments are still due on the original date. 

 

       Emergency situations will require a conference with the instructor outside of class. 

 

       Papers are due at the beginning of class.  If you are absent the day a paper is due it                    

         is still your responsibility to turn in that paper before class.  Late work will not be           

         accepted, except at my discretion (with a grading penalty).   

 

Participation (5%): 

 

Your attendance is required in both senses of the word; that means that you must not only 

be physically but mentally present as well.  In addition, you must be prepared for class in 

order to benefit the rest of us and in order to receive the full benefit of the class yourself.  

If I see evidence that you are unprepared for class or not mentally present, I will count 

you absent.  This includes sleeping, talking, or working on materials for other classes 

during class.  You are required to do all reading/writing assignments and come to class 

with all materials.  Additionally, you will be expected to engage actively in class 

discussion and to post short assignments to our learnlink site. Occasional ―Reading Pop 

Quizzes‖ (awarded plus, check, minus) will be factored into your participation grade.  

Come to class ready to think and speak and argue; you will have a much more enjoyable 

time if you do.  

 

Assignments/Particulars: 

 

 Come to class prepared to talk about the texts assigned.  This involves keeping up  

with the reading, developing a set of questions or observations that you can share 

with the class.  We will discuss close-reading strategies in class, but advise that you 

become an ―active‖ reader – taking notes and highlighting important passages as you 

read. 

 

  You will write 2 critical essays during the semester:   

-1 shorter essay (4-5 pages) which will be close-reading and analysis of a primary text 

    due  Oct. 3 (15%) 

- 1 longer paper (7-10 pages) which will incorporate at least 2 critical sources into the    

   analysis of a primary text due Nov. 18 (20%).  

 Papers must be typed in 12 point font, double-spaced, with 1 inch margins and must  

 be in MLA standard style format. 

 

  You will also complete eight 1-2 page ―response papers‖ during the semester 

(15%).    These papers serve as a way to generate ideas for your longer papers, and as 

a way to hone your writing skills.  I will give you a hand out explaining the format 

and requirements along with the due dates during the first week of class. 

 

 You are also required to serve as a discussion leader on the play under discussion 

(5%).  Working with another class member, you will lead a 20 minute discussion of 
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our current text, addressing themes, contexts, and specific passages.  You should also 

generate a set of questions for the class which will be laid out on a formal handout.  I 

will give you a handout detailing the required form and content.   

 

 You will have two major exams in this course, a midterm (Oct. 12th, in class, 15%) 

and a final (scheduled during finals week, 25%), each of which will cover 

approximately one half of the course material.  You should take careful notes during 

lecture and discussion so that you‘ll be prepared for these exams.  The midterm must 

be taken as scheduled; make-ups will only be allowed at my discretion and only if 

you seek permission before the exam date.  Quizzes cannot be made up.  All other 

late work will be given the grade I feel is appropriate (usually half credit).  Please let 

me (or a dean) know as soon as possible if an illness or personal crisis prevents you 

from attending class or completing assignments.  

  

Grading   
  midterm exam:   15% 

final exam:     25% 

essay #1:    15% 

essay #2:    20% 

response papers:   15% 

discussion leader:   5% 

participation:        5% 

 

Honor Code:   The Agnes Scott Honor Code is in effect in this class and will be strictly 

enforced.  The student bears primary responsibility for understanding the nature of 

academic honesty and avoiding plagiarism. A student found guilty of plagiarism will 

receive at least an "F" for the paper in question, and may be liable for an "F" in the 

course, and disciplinary action by the University. 

 

What is Plagiarism?: 

 We will spend time at the beginning of the semester discussing plagiarism and 

how to avoid it, but here are some examples: 

1. Copying another student‘s work. 

2. Downloading a paper from the Internet. 

3. Using another person‘s ideas and not giving them credit. 

4. Paraphrasing but retaining specific phrases and structures from the original 

5. Giving incorrect or incomplete citation information. 

 

We will practice using MLA format in class and I will run a writing workshop before the 

first paper is due.   You may ask me questions about citation and plagiarism at any time. 

 

Miscellaneous info: If you require special arrangements to meet course requirements, 

because of a disability or any other circumstance, you must let me know as soon as 

possible. If you join the class late in Drop/Add, you are responsible for making up missed 

assignments. 
*This syllabus is subject to modification at the instructor’s discretion. 
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Grading Criteria: 
 An ―A‖ paper would move your instructor and the best members of your class to admiration. It 

implies not only that the theme is virtually free of errors but also that it makes its point clearly, logically, 

and gracefully. An ―A‖ final grade is the product of work of consistently high quality and occasional 

brilliance. 

 

 A ―B‖ paper effectively makes its point: it is generally persuasive.  It takes a thoughtful and 

responsible approach to its chosen subject—it takes up an issue with a sense of urgency, and goes beyond 

the obvious—and it makes appropriate adaptations to audience and situation.  It makes generally good use 

of available and relevant evidence, and shows awareness of possible alternative lines of thought.  Its overall 

structure, likewise, is generally effective: points are well-developed and sequenced in a clear, logical, and 

strategically appropriate way (according to the paper‘s purposes); nonfunctional digressions and irrelevant 

points are kept to a minimum; paragraphs are well-structured; and the implied writer/reader contract is 

generally maintained throughout.  The style is clear, accessible, and appropriate, with few or no 

grammatical errors that could significantly impede readability or detract from the writer‘s credibility. 

 

 A ―C‖ paper meets the minimal criteria for acceptable writing, though it may not be effective or 

persuasive.  It makes an argument—that is, it presents a claim or stance, and offers the reader some basis 

for it (argumentation, evidence, supporting detail)—though it may not go much beyond the obvious, may 

not develop its points effectively, may not have an especially strong sense of audience and situation, may 

not be adequately responsive to alternative lines of thought, and may have major flaws in its reasoning.  Its 

structure is generally clear, though perhaps rigidly mechanical: there is an introduction, body, and 

conclusion (the dreaded ―five-paragraph theme‖); points are arranged in a perceptible way; and paragraphs 

are adequately structured, though there may be irrelevant points or nonfunctional digressions, an unsteady 

sense of ―movement,‖ or lapses in the writer/reader contract.  Its style is more or less clear and readable, 

though there may be occasional grammatical errors that disrupt the intelligibility of what is being said, 

detract from the writer‘s credibility, and weaken the overall persuasiveness of the paper.  Improvement is 

desirable, but you should remember that a ―C‖ grade does indicate average college work. 

 

 A ―D‖ paper makes an honest effort, but significantly falls short of the minimal criteria.  It 

presents either no argument or an argument whose intelligibility is seriously flawed; it may read as a mere 

―collection of thoughts,‖ or as a rant.  It lacks a sense of audience and situation, and may show little or no 

awareness of possible alternative lines of thought.  Its structure is unclear (from a reader‘s point of view): 

its points may not seem to have a purposeful sense of order, and its paragraphs may not be adequately 

structured.  Its style may have (again, from a reader‘s point of view) serious problems of readability or 

appropriateness, including frequent and significant lapses in grammar. 

 

 An ―F‖ paper completely fails to meet the assignment: the paper is not completed or not handed 

in; or t falls significantly short of the minimum length requirement; or it addresses no topic under 

discussion; or it seriously violates common standards of civility and argumentation; or it is plagiarized or 

involves self-plagiarism (modification of a paper used for a different class). 
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UNIT ONE: Introduction to Victorian Drama  

 

  
 

Week 1     Discussion Topic                       Reading Assignment
*
 

 

W.  Aug. 31: Introductions; syllabus;  

talking about the Victorians 

 

F. Sept. 2: Drama as performance vs. drama as text.               ―Exploring Drama‖ HO 

  History of theater review             Types of Victorian Drama CP 

 

Week 2    

 

M. Sept. 5:     LABOR DAY     

 

W. Sept. 7: Intro to Victorian drama                          Booth Ch. 5:  ―Dramatists and the  

                                  Drama‖ 

                             

F. Sept. 9:      Romantic Verse Drama (―closet drama‖)                 Pippa Passes (1841) by  

 Robert Browning CP 

  

Week 3 

 

M. Sept. 12:   Early Victorian Drama   Black-Ey’d Susan (1829) by 

                                                     Douglas Jerrold 

 

W. Sept. 14:   Audiences and Theater Going    Booth Ch. 1: ―Theatre and Society‖ 
                         Black-Ey’d Susan cont.    

 

F. Sept. 16:  Setting the Stage                         Booth Ch. 3:  ―Playhouse and   

                        Black-Ey’d Susan cont.                                                               Production‖  

                                                 
*
  - Reading assignments should be read BEFORE the day they will be discussed.  

    - CP indicates articles in the Course Pack.  Please bring them to class.  

    -  HO indicates a handout.  I will give this out at an earlier time.    

    - All plays, unless otherwise noted, are in the Moses anthology 
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UNIT TWO:  Melodrama and Domestic Realism 

 

 

 
Week 4 Discussion Topic                       Reading Assignment  

 

M.  Sept. 19:   The Job of the Actor                                       The Ticket of Leave Man  

Essay #1 Topics distributed                       (1863) by Tom Taylor and       

                                                                     ―The Actor‖ in Booth Ch. 4 

 

W.  Sept. 21:  Urban melodrama.                                   ―Melodrama‖ 

The Ticket of Leave Man cont.    in Booth Ch. 5 p.150 

 

F.  Sept. 23:   The Ticket of Leave Man cont.           

   

 

Week 5   
 

M. Sept. 26:     Domestic Realism or                     Caste (1867) by T. W.Robertson 

―Cup and Saucer‖ drama.   

 

W. Sept. 28:   Caste cont…            ―Encountering Melodrama‖ HO  

 

F. Sept. 30:      Caste cont… 

 

 

Week 6      

 

M. Oct. 3:  Melodrama cont.                       East Lynne (1861) by Ellen Wood CP 

  FIRST ESSAY DUE 

 

W. Oct. 5: East Lynne cont       Melodrama and Spectacle HO 

  . 

F. Oct. 7: East Lynne cont  
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Week 7       

 

M.  Oct. 10:  Psychological melodrama.       The Bells (1871) by Leopold Lewis  CP 

 

W. Oct. 12:  MIDTERM TEST 

 

F.   Oct. 14: FALL BREAK 

 

 

UNIT THREE:  Comedies and “Other” Drama – Irishness  

and the Imperial Other  

 

     
  

Week 8 Discussion Topic          Reading Assignment 

 

M. Oct. 17:  Introduction to comedy.     London Asssurance (1841)  

by Dion Boucicault and  

P167.  Booth Ch. 5     

 

W. Oct. 19: Profession of the playwright  Booth Ch. 2:  ―Management‖  

                        and Actor-Managers 

  London Asssurance cont. 

 

F. Oct. 21: London Asssurance cont.  

   

Week 9        

 

M. Oct. 24:  Comedy and the Irish ―Other.‖          The Shaughraun (1874)  

     by Boucicault  CP 

 

W. Oct. 26:  Irish Drama - The Shaughraun           ―Staging Irishness‖ HO 
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F. Oct. 28:  The Shaughraun cont. 

   

 

Week 10       

    

M. Oct. 31:       Imperialism, Race and Empire    The Octoroon (1859) by  

Boucicault and ―Mock  

Blacks and Racial Mockery‖  HO 

 

W. Nov. 2: The Octoroon cont… 

 

F. Nov. 4: The Octoroon cont… 

                         Essay #2 Topics distributed 

                                                  

  

UNIT FOUR:  New Drama and Other Entertainment 

 

 
 

Week 11        Discussion Topic          Reading Assignment 

 

 

M.  Nov. 7:  Shaw and the Woman Question.       Mrs.  Warren’s Profession   

                         by G.B. Shaw (1893) CP 

 

W. Nov. 9: Mrs. Warren’s Profession cont…   Women in Theater                     

        ―The fallen woman on stage 

                                                                          Maidens, Magdalens, and the    

                                                                           Emancipated Female‖ HO 

 

F. Nov. 11:   Mrs. Warren’s Profession cont… 
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Week 12 

  

M. Nov. 14:      Pinero and the Well-Made Play    The Second Mrs. Tanqueray (1893)                  

         by Sir Arthur Wing Pinero CP 

                         

W. Nov. 16: The Second Mrs. Tanqueray cont…    

 

F. Nov. 18: Gilbert and Sullivan                 H.M.S Pinafore (1878) 

SECOND ESSAY DUE           excerpts from film Topsy Turvy (1999) 

Week 13  

 

M. Nov.  21: Popular theater – music halls                 Melodrama and Pantomime (HO) 

pantomime and burlesque.   ―Cross-dressing and Male      

                                                                                Impersonation‖ HO 

       

W. Nov. 23:   THANKSGIVING 

F.  Nov. 25:  BREAK 

 

Week 14 

 

M. Nov. 28:    Oscar Wilde and fin-de-siecle decadence                       Salome (1891) HO  

     

W. Nov. 30:   Wilde‘s Comedy                          The Importance of Being Earnest (1895) 

                      

F.  Dec.  2:     Wilde cont….           excerpts from film The Importance  

of Being Earnest (2002)                     

 

Week 15 

 

M. Dec. 5:       Looking Ahead   Major Barbara (1905) by G.B. Shaw   

 

W. Dec. 7:      Major Barbara cont.               

 

F.  Dec. 9:   Major Barbara cont. 

 

Week 16 

 

M. Dec. 12:    Final Discussion        Peter Pan (1904) – excerpts from Finding Neverland 

 

Final exam to be scheduled by each of you. 

 

                                                 
i
 ―There is a story -- perhaps apocryphal -- that, as Charles Dickens was leaving the theatre one night 

following his performance as Captain Bobadill in Every Man in His Humour, an old supernumerary 

remarked: ‗Ah, what an actor you would have made, Mr. Dickens, if it just hadn't been for them books.‘"  

―Best of Times:  The Theatre of Charles Dickens‖  The New York Public Library Online. 8 January 2005.  

http://www.nypl.org/research/lpa/dickens/. 

http://www.nypl.org/research/lpa/dickens/

