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CONTENTS 
 
The overall purpose of this course will be to explore aspects of the history of English drama 
by focussing on one of its major genres, namely, tragedy. Though it will consider essential 
concepts such as ‘mimesis’, ‘hamartia’ or ‘catharsis’, the course will not seek to produce a 
theoretical discussion of the notion of ‘tragedy’. Rather, it will attempt to describe and 
contextualize an evolving practice by concentrating on what can be regarded as the two most 
spectacular moments in the English history of this dramatic mode: the Elizabethan-Jacobean 
period and the early decades of the twentieth century. The examination of four outstanding 
plays—two Renaissance and two modern—will allow students to get a sense of the rich 
variety of the genre and gain an understanding of the complex ways in which drama, 
literature, culture, and society interact. 
 
SYLLABUS 
 
These are the four plays with which we shall be concerned:   
 
Renaissance tragedy 

• William Shakespeare’s Othello 
• John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi 

 
Twentieth-century tragedy 

• John M. Synge’s Riders to the Sea 
• T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral 

 
ASSESSMENT 
 
The practical dimension of the course will require students to take an active part in class. 
Group discussion will be normal practice and students will be requested to enact a scene of 
their choice from one of the plays. They may also have to offer a presentation on some 
relevant topic. All students will have to write an essay and sit a final exam. Percentages will 
be as follows: 
 
Class participation and group work: 20% 
Essay: 30% 
Final exam: 50% 
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