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Critical Practice Performance (2021-2022)  
  

Course organiser:   Prof James Loxley 
   james.loxley@ed.ac.uk   
 
Course administrator:    Mr Michael Butler 
     michael.butler@ed.ac.uk 
               

1. INTRODUCTION  
 
Welcome to Critical Practice Performance!  
  
These courses have been designed to intensify your awareness of the critical tools central to 
the study of English Literature. In your Pre-Honours years, you were given a brief 
introduction to formal and critical discourses in the first semester, and over the rest of those 
two years you were provided with an overall sense of the historical development of literary 
forms and genres. Collectively, the Critical Practice (CP) courses build upon that training. The 
practical skills and range of knowledge acquired over the year will equip you with a 
command of the precise critical terminology necessary for Honours level study in both third 
and fourth years.  
  
The four CP courses – Poetry, Performance, Prose, and Criticism – will expand your 
sensitivity to specific generic conventions and extend your knowledge of associated critical 
vocabulary. This, in turn, will hone your skills in the close reading, description, and analysis 
of a variety of texts. In the Performance course in particular you will be encouraged to 
reflect upon the meaning and effect of texts in relation to their staging, exploring a range of 
different aspects and styles of theatre. All these courses are taught primarily by weekly 
lectures, supported by synchronous online discussion boards. If you have any specific 
queries about the courses you may consult the Course Organiser during their office hours; 
additionally, you may consult other members of staff in their office hours or via email. While 
the CP courses do, of course, count for credit toward your degree in their own right, the 
skills acquired in them are also designed to be transferable. In particular, the critical 
terminology acquired should be used to inform your analysis of the texts you study in the 
rest of your Honours courses, including your Dissertation (where appropriate).  
  
 
2. COURSE INFORMATION  
  
RATIONALE  

 
The course aims to encourage students to think about the processes by which a play text 
becomes a performance text, how meaning is generated in theatrical performance, and 
what sorts of critical and theoretical modes might be helpful in writing critically about 
performance.  
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TEACHING METHODS  

 
There are five blocs of lectures, following an initial introduction to the course. The lectures 
collectively address the implications of thinking of plays as primarily performance texts, and 
seeking to understand them in a performance context. The two blocs of lectures, What is a 
play? and What is performance? will explore various aspects of play text, elements of 
performance and how meaning is generated and read in performance. Blocs 3,4, and 5, 
Theatre and Societies, Theatre and democracy, and The “Death” of Drama? will develop 
students' knowledge of the modes and technical constituents of dramatic performance, with 
specific regard to a number of the key concepts, theories and practices that have shaped 
modern performance.  
  
LEARNING OUTCOMES  

 
On completion of this course, the student will be able to:  
  
1. demonstrate deepened knowledge of how a play text becomes a performance  
2. demonstrate knowledge of key concepts, theories and practices which have shaped 

modern performance.  
3. assess ideas from critical and contextual sources to analyse live performance.  
4. develop the capacity to present the results of research undertaken individually and to 

critically evaluate accounts of performance theory produced by others.  
5. demonstrate the ability to reflect constructively on the importance of such material for 

an understanding of the chief themes of the course.  
  
 
3. HOW THE COURSE WILL WORK  

 
There are five components to this course:  
 
• Online teaching: video lectures, readings/ online performances. These will be organised 

into 5 blocs (see below) and will be released on the Monday of weeks 2, 4, 7, 10 and 12. 
 

• Fortnightly Q&A: this will take place via Teams at 1pm on the Thursday of weeks 3, 5, 
8, 11 and 12.  
 

• There will also be an additional Assessment Q&A at 1pm on the Thursday of week 7. 
 

• Workshops: These will take place in person after Week 9 and will be focused on 
exploring and understanding the issues of the course in relation to the assessment. 
Further details will be announced later in the semester. 
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• Independent study: this course, like all Critical Practice courses, is a lecture course. 
There are no seminars. This means you need to organise your own independent study to 
work through ideas from the course and plan your assessment submission. 

 
 
4. LECTURE SCHEDULE (ONLINE VIA LEARN)  

 
This will be organised in five blocs following an introductory talk:  
  

Week 1: Introduction to the course (Prof James Loxley) 
  
Weeks 2 & 3: What is a play? (Ms Nicola McCartney)  
 
Weeks 4 & 5: What is performance? (Ms Nicola McCartney) 

 
Week 6: Flexible Learning Week 
 
Weeks 7 & 8: Theatre and Societies (Dr Sarah Carpenter) 
 
Week 9: Essay completion week 
 
Weeks 10 & 11: Theatre and Democracy (Dr David Overend) 
 
Week 12: The “Death” of Drama? (Prof James Loxley) 

  
 
5. READING LIST  
  
Required reading (all available via the Resource List) 
 
Leach, Robert. Theatre Studies: The Basics. London: Routledge, 2008. 

 
Aston, Elaine & Savona George. Theatre as Sign-System: a Semiotics of Text and 
Performance. London: Routledge, 1991 – chapters 6 and 8 
 
Fuchs, Elinor. “EF’s Visit to a Small Planet: Some Questions to Ask a Play” Theater, 34 (2004), 
4-9. 
 
Blocs 3-5 will include additional materials to support the lectures. Details of these will be 
found in the Course Materials folders for each bloc. 
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Additional or Secondary Reading 
 
This is a list of resources that you might wish to consult if you want to explore key ideas in 
more detail 
 
Allain, P. & Harvie, J. The Routledge Companion to Theatre and Performance. Routledge, 
2005 
Barker, Howard, Arguments for a Theatre. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1997  
Bennett, Susan, Theatre audiences : a theory of production and reception, London: 
Routledge, 1997. 
Bial, Henry, ed., The Performance Studies Reader, London: Routledge, 2004. 
Brook, Peter, The Empty Space, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990. 
Brown, John Russell, The Oxford Illustrated History of Theatre. Oxford: OUP, 1995 
Brown, Ross. Sound: a reader in theatre practice, Palgrave MacMillan, 2010. 
Burnett, Kate. Make/Believe: UK design for performance 2011-2015, Society of British 
Theatre Designers, 2014 
Carlson, Marvin . Performance: A Critical Introduction. Routledge, 2003. 
Carlson, Marvin. Places of Performance: Semiotics of Theatre Architecture, Cornell University 
Press, 1993. 
Coleman, Peter. Basics – A Beginner’s Guide to Stage Lighting. Entertainment Technology 
Press, 2003. 
Collins, Jane & Nisbet, Andrew. Theatre and Performance Design. Routledge, 2010. 
Counsell, C. & Wolfe, L Performance Analysis: An Introductory Coursebook. Routledge, 2001. 
Di Benedetto, Stephen. An Introduction to Theatre Design. Routledge, 2012.  
Elam, Keir. The Semiotics of Theatre and Drama. Routledge, 2002. 
Esslin, Martin. The Field of Drama: How the Signs of Drama Create Meaning on Stage and 
Screen. London: Methuen, 1987. 
Fortier, Mark, Theory / Theatre: an Introduction. London: Routledge, 2002.  
Freshwater, Helen, Theatre & Audience. Palgrave Macmillan, 2009. 
Gloman, Chuck B. & Napoli, Rob. Scenic Design and Lighting Techniques: a basic guide for 
theatre. Elsevier, 2007. 
Harris, Geraldine, Staging Femininities: Performance and Performativity, Manchester:  
Huxley, Michael, and Noel Witts, The Twentieth-Century Performance Reader. London: 
Routledge, 1996. 
Krasner, David, ed., Theatre in Theory 1900-2000: An Anthology. Oxford: Blackwell, 2008.  
Leacroft, Richard & Leacroft, Helen. Theatre and Playhouse: An Illustrated Survey of Theatre 
Building from Ancient Greece to the Present Day, Methuen, 1984. 
Loxley, James, Performativity, London: Routledge, 2007  
McKinney, Jocelyn & Butterworth, Philip. The Cambridge Introduction to Scenography. 
Cambridge University Press, 2009. 
Roose-Evans, James, Experimental Theatre from Stanislavski to Peter Brook. London:  
Routledge, 1989. 
Schechner, R. Performance Studies: An Introduction. Routledge, 2006 
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Shepherd, Simon and Peter Womack, English Drama: A Cultural History. Oxford: Blackwell, 
1996)  
Shepherd, Simon, Drama / Theatre / Performance. London: Routledge, 2004  
Styan, John L., Drama, Stage and Audience. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1975  
Strong, Judith. Theatre Buildings: A design guide. Routledge, 2010. 
Taxidou, Olga, Modernism and Performance: Jarry to Brecht, Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2007.  
Theatre, 2nd edition, Cambridge University Press, 2008.  
Wickham, Glynne A History of the Theatre. Oxford: Phaidon, 1992. 
 
8. ASSESSMENT  
 
1. The course will be assessed by a single submission of 2,000 words, which must be 
submitted via Learn by 2pm on Monday 11 April 2022. 
  
Task: choosing a scene or sequence (3-5 minutes) from a filmed performance available via 
Drama Online or Digital Theatre+, discuss in detail the function and inter-relationship of any 
TWO or THREE of the following signifying elements in your chosen performance, analyzing 
the ways in which they contribute to the development of the overall meaning(s)/ impact of 
the production:  
 
• stage set and props 
• lighting and visual effects 
• costume and make-up 
• music and sound effects 
• arrangement of actors in the stage space (proxemics) 
• the actor(s) (gesture, voice, facial expression, movement) 

 
You should relate your analysis of meaning(s) encoded within this scene to your 
understanding of the performance’s overall meaning(s)/ impact. To what extent are the 
signs used to complement and stabilize each other, or to contradict and destabilize each 
other?  
  
Questions and pointers to help you approach this assignment 
  
1. Watch the whole performance of the production you are interested in working with to 

decide what you think the performance’s overall meaning(s)/ impact are. You can 
choose to work with a scene or sequence from any full length production included in 
either Drama Online or Digital Theatre +, both of which can be accessed via the 
Resource List using your university log in. If you are at all unsure about the suitability of 
a production you’d like to work from, please check with the Course Organiser. 
 

2. Select a scene or sequence (between 3 to 4 minutes) of the performance to analyse 
closely. This is essentially a close reading exercise, though not of a literary text but the 
live (albeit recorded) performance.  
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3. Remember this is not a literary analysis essay. You can refer to the (pre-)text – the 
original play text - if this supports your argument, but this is an analysis of the signs 
and systems of performance, not of the play text itself.  
 

4. Choose two or three sign systems which inter-relate to generate meaning. Remember 
you are being asked to analyse how sign systems work together, as well as how they 
work individually.  
 

5. The delineation of four levels of meaning in a sign (Functional, Sociometric, 
Atmospheric, Symbolic – Aston and Savona, Theatre as Sign System, Chapter 8, 146-9) 
is a useful tool to explore and analyse how signs are working in multiple ways to 
generate perhaps complex meaning.  
 

6. Think about why you read a particular sign/ element of theatre to have certain 
meaning(s). What are the social and cultural codes which inform your understanding?  
 

7. Remember that you are not giving a subjective opinion of the sort you find in a 
newspaper or online drama review. This is an academic exercise and therefore you are 
expected to develop a reading of the scene or sequence derived its use of the 
differing elements or aspects of drama.  
 

8. It may be helpful to cite some of the basic sources for the course in the ‘Required 
Reading’ above, but you do not need to undertake substantial original research beyond 
the course materials to complete this assignment well. 
  

 


