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Syllabus for “Shakespearean Tragedy”
English 428/001 (9:30) and 002 (11:00), Spring 2015
Professor: 


Joel Slotkin




Class Meetings: 
Sec 1 — TTh 9:30-10:45, LA 4317 / Sec 2 — 11:00-12:15, LA 4317 

Office Hours: 
TTh 3:30-4:30 and by appointment 

Office: 


LA 5356, (410) 704-2863
Mailbox:


LA 4210 (the English department office)


Email:


jslotkin@towson.edu



[The best way to reach me.]

Website:


http://pages.towson.edu/jslotkin/
Course Overview: 

Shakespeare holds a unique position in modern culture as the most respected literary author in the English language. Yet Shakespeare earned his exalted reputation partly because he did not aim to write “literature” most of the time. He wrote his plays not for eternity, but to be performed by his company, and to attract a variety of audience members, from monarchs and aristocrats all the way to uneducated laborers barely able to afford the price of admission. 
In this course, we will study a selection of Shakespeare’s histories and tragedies, plays that range from the violent to the philosophical to the humorous. In order to understand these works within their cultural and historical context, we will discuss some of the classical and early modern views of tragedy as a genre, as well as how plays were produced, performed, and published in early modern London. We will also look at the larger social and political issues that helped to shape the plays, and on which the plays may be commenting. Because the plots of both tragedies and histories tend to revolve around violent actions committed by powerful people, we will pay special attention to early modern conceptions of violence and its relationship to politics. 
Besides giving you some familiarity with a broad segment of Shakespeare’s work, this course will also help develop skills appropriate to the study of literature more generally. These skills include textual analysis, constructing cogent arguments supported by evidence, the capacity to imaginatively inhabit historically and culturally different perspectives, and the ability to reflect critically on those perspectives. I expect you to develop your own informed opinions about these works, and I hope that in the process you will also learn to enjoy them — these plays were written to be entertaining!

Required Text: 

The Complete Pelican Shakespeare. Ed. Orgel & Braunmuller. NY: Penguin, 2002. 
NOTE: You may instead buy individual Pelican editions of the plays we are reading. 
You will have to clear other editions with me individually.
Course Requirements:

· 05%: Interpretive Exercise (short writing assignment)

· 15%: Midterm Exam 

· 25%: Analytical Essay (1500 words)

· 15%: Scene Performance (in groups, plus individual short reflection paper)

· 20%: Final Exam 

· 20%: Class Participation (includes attendance, reading, discussion and other homework/classroom activities, possible reading quizzes)

You must complete all major assignments and maintain an adequate attendance record to pass the course. Late work will be penalized (typically a full letter grade per week). 
Attendance — Attendance is required and represents a significant portion of your participation grade. Lateness counts as at least 1/3 of an absence, more if you are very late. Unexcused absences will limit how high your participation grade can be. Four absences would place your participation grade in the C range at best; five would give you an F for participation. If you accumulate six or more unexcused absences, you will automatically fail the course. Please warn me if you plan to miss class, come late, or leave early, regardless of whether the absence is excused. 

Reading — You must allow time to read carefully and think about what you’ve read. Take notes while you read, and pay attention to how formal issues and figurative language affect the content, as well as to cultural and historical issues raised by the text. Before each class, you should come up with observations or questions about the reading. I may give quizzes, with or without warning, to make sure everyone is keeping up with the reading. 

Discussion — Please come to every class prepared to discuss the reading. Active, productive participation in discussion is required and graded. Public speaking is an important skill, and discussion often brings out ideas that you could not have formulated alone. If you have difficulty participating, you should talk to me about it in office hours. Although participation is ultimately your responsibility, I may call on people who do not talk much, and I will also try to create an atmosphere where everyone can feel comfortable sharing their ideas. 

Interpretive Exercise — This will be a short written assignment early in the semester that will help you start thinking about how to approach Shakespeare’s language analytically.
Essay — There will be one analytical essay of 1500 words. You will write a draft, which will be peer edited in class. You will submit the revised essay both in hard copy and electronically on Blackboard, and I will grade it. You may then (optionally) revise the essay once for a new grade.
Scene Performance — You will participate in a production of a scene from a play we read this semester. You will be assigned a group and a scene with which to work. These assignments may be negotiable if a group has strong feelings about a particular work. Once each group has a scene, it will then have to meet on its own time to determine what reading of each scene is implicit in its performance, what it hopes to convey about that particular scene and how it goes about doing so, and what blocking/costuming decisions it must make. Performances will be held the penultimate week of class. Keep in mind that participation in the performance is required to pass the course, and that the performances will be virtually impossible to reschedule once you are committed. To supplement the performance, each group member will write a very brief group evaluation and a 2 page analysis of your interpretive choices, why you made those choices, and what effects they had.  

Exams — The mid-term and final examinations will require a detailed knowledge of the reading as well as what has been discussed in class, and they will be closed-book. In addition to testing your comprehension of the material, they will provide an opportunity for you to think synthetically about several of the texts we have studied.

Exercises — In addition to the major assignments listed, I may assign various short exercises (either in class or out of class) throughout the semester, as needed. 

Office Hours — Visiting me in office hours is the best way to find out how to improve your performance in class and on papers. Finally, if you are having any problems with the course, remember that talking to me will always produce better results than not talking to me. I hope that each of you will come by at least once!

Schedule:

Please note: Assignments are listed on the day they are due, not the day you’re supposed to start them. You should read the entire play before our first discussion of it, unless instructed otherwise.
	1
	T
	1/27:
	Introduction

	
	Th
	1/29:
	Background

	
	
	
	

	2
	T
	2/03:
	Richard III      [Add/drop deadline]

	
	Th
	2/05:
	Richard III; go over interpretive exercise. 

	
	
	
	

	3
	T
	2/10:
	Titus Andronicus; go over performance assignment. Interpretive Exercise Due.

	
	Th
	2/12:
	Titus Andronicus; assign scene groups.

	
	
	
	

	4
	T
	2/17:
	Henry IV Part 1

	
	Th
	2/19:
	Henry IV Part 1    

	
	
	
	

	5
	T
	2/24:
	Catchup; Midterm Review. Bring lists of potential midterm IDs and essay topics.

	
	Th
	2/26:
	Midterm Exam (bring bluebooks); pick up paper assignment and JPA handout.

	
	
	
	

	6
	T
	3/03:
	Analytical Paper Prep

	
	Th
	3/05:
	Scene Performance Prep

	
	
	
	

	7
	T
	3/10:
	Hamlet 

	
	Th
	3/12:
	Hamlet

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	SPRING BREAK 

	
	
	
	

	8
	T
	3/24:
	Hamlet / Othello

	
	Th
	3/26:
	Othello.

	
	
	
	

	9
	T
	3/31:
	Othello 

	
	Th
	4/02:
	Draft Due for In-class Peer Editing. [Substitute teacher.]

	
	
	
	


	10
	T
	4/07:
	Scene Rehearsal. Paper Due (1500 words, paper and electronic copies).

	
	Th
	4/09:
	Macbeth

	
	
	
	

	11
	T
	4/14:
	Macbeth

	
	Th
	4/16:
	Antony and Cleopatra

	
	
	
	

	12
	T
	4/21:
	Antony and Cleopatra; can begin working (at home) on performance write-up

	
	Th
	4/23:
	Catchup; schedule performances. 

	
	
	
	

	13
	T
	4/28:
	Last in-class rehearsal

	
	Th
	4/30:
	Exam Review. Bring lists of potential exam IDs and essay topics.

	
	
	
	

	14
	T
	5/05:
	Scene Performances

	
	Th
	5/07:
	Scene Performances

	
	
	
	

	15
	T
	5/12:
	Sec 1 (9:30) meet LA 4101. Sec 2 (11:00) meet LA 3330. 
Last class; course evaluations; exam review. Performance Write-up Due (2 parts).

	
	
	
	

	**
	Th
	5/14:
	Sec 001 (9:30 sec) EXAM, 8-10am. Bring bluebooks.

	**
	F
	5/15:
	Sec 002 (11:00 sec) EXAM, 10:15am-12:15pm. Bring bluebooks.     


NOTE: Verify exam times at http://wwwnew.towson.edu/registrar/calendars/exams.asp
( HAVE A GOOD BREAK! (
General Course Policies and Expectations

(a.k.a. the fine print)

Joel Slotkin — All Courses (last updated 5/2014)

Communications: Email is the best way to reach me. Check your Towson email regularly; I will use that for any important messages and announcements. (For security and confidentiality reasons, OTS recommends that professors only respond to student emails that are sent from Towson accounts.) Cell phones and other electronic devices should be silenced in class. Do not distract yourself or others; use politeness and common sense.  

Some things you will need: A stapler, access to a decent English dictionary, reliable access to a computer, printer, and the internet, a towson.edu email account, and some safe method of backing up your data. Back up your files frequently while you are working, and keep copies of assignments after you turn them in. Failure to back up your work will not excuse a late paper. 

Students with special needs: Students needing accommodation due to a disability should see me during office hours as soon as possible, so that I have time to make the appropriate arrangements. Please bring with you a letter from Disability Support Services authorizing your accommodation. 

· Excused Absences: University policy allows excused absences for the following reasons:

· illness or injury when the student is unable to attend class;

· religious observance where the nature of the observance prevents the student from attending class;

· participation in University activities at the request of University authorities (e.g., Intercollegiate Athletics, Forensics Team, Dance Company, etc.);

· compelling verifiable circumstances beyond the control of the student.

Students requesting an excused absence must provide documentation to the instructor two weeks prior to the scheduled absence when known in advance, and as soon as possible when not known in advance. There is a limit to the number of absences I can excuse. Note: Students with significant, contagious illnesses are encouraged—and may in some cases be required—to take excused absences while they are contagious, even if they are physically able to attend class.  

Partial Absences: Even if you will be missing a significant part of class, you should still try to attend as much of that class as possible, in order to maximize your learning (and participation grade). For example, you should not skip the second half of a class because you are running late and have already missed the first half. If you know that you will need to arrive late or leave early, you should notify me in advance, if possible. Try to sit near the door and enter and leave quietly. 

Campus-Wide Emergencies: Some University-wide emergencies may involve significant changes in course requirements, including the timing and location of classes. For general emergency information, consult http://www.towson.edu or call (410) 704-2000. Sign up for text message alerts at http://www.towson.edu/adminfinance/facilities/police/campusemergency/. Check your Towson email and my web page for course-specific information.

Rescheduling Exams: Exams and major group presentations can only be rescheduled or made up under extraordinary circumstances and with the appropriate documentation (e.g. a physician’s letter). 

Plagiarism: Students caught plagiarizing or cheating will receive a grade of F in the course. The incident will be reported to the Office of Student Conduct. Please read Towson’s Student Academic Integrity Policy, available in the Undergraduate Catalog (appendix F) or online at: http://www.towson.edu/studentaffairs/policies/.

Retaking the Course: By University policy, students may retake this course only once without the express permission of the Academic Standards Committee. 
Grading Policy: Exams will be graded on a 100 point scale. Letter-grades on essays and other major assignments will be converted to a percentage in order to calculate the final grade. This final percentage grade will be converted to a letter grade for posting to your transcript. The final course grade contributes to your GPA as shown (these numbers are taken from the Registrar’s website). Note that C- and D- are not available as final grades, and FX is only available as a final grade (it is used for students who stop attending class without dropping). I have also included characterizations of what an essay at each grade level should look like.
	% to ABC
	LetterGrade
	ABC

to %
	GPA
	Essay Characteristics

	93-100
	A
	95
	4.00 
	Demonstrates originality, depth of thought, and superior clarity of structure and expression. 

	90-92
	A-
	92
	3.67 
	

	87-89
	B+
	88
	3.33 
	Demonstrates a thorough understanding of the text and a productive analytical response to it, as well as clarity of structure and expression. 

	83-86
	B
	85
	3.00 
	

	80-82
	B-
	82
	2.67 
	

	77-79
	C+
	78
	2.33 
	Displays a competent understanding of the subject and a basically coherent presentation. 

	73-76
	C
	75
	2.00
	

	70-72
	C-
	72
	n/a
	

	67-69
	D+
	68
	1.33 
	Displays only a partial grasp of the topic and/or significant problems with style/organization.

	63-66
	D
	65
	1.00 
	

	60-62
	D-
	62
	n/a
	

	<60
	F
	55
	0.00 
	Content and/or form do not fulfill some of the fundamental requirements of the assignment. 

	n/a
	FX
	n/a
	0.00
	


Course Evaluations: Course evaluations are your opportunity to provide feedback on how this class went, what worked, and what could be improved. They are very important to me and to the University. You will receive an email at your towson.edu address allowing you to access the online evaluation forms. There is a specific window of time during which you can submit evaluations, typically a two week period ending on the last day of classes. 
Graduate Students: Students taking the class as a graduate course will be expected to do additional work. This work may vary according to their program and professional goals but may include such elements as a longer research paper or leading a classroom discussion.
