EN 6540 3.0: “9/11” Theatre 


Professor: Marcia Blumberg     
Email:  blumberg@yorku.ca 
Home phone: (416) 445-1568
Office Hours:   12.30 – 1.30pm on Wednesdays and Thursday and other times by appointment. 
 
This course examines theatrical responses to the attacks on September 11th, 2001 in the United States. We will investigate the socio-political and cultural ramifications of the “War on Terror,” including the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan and the detention of combatants at Guantanamo and Abu Ghraib. Reactions of the media ranged from sensationalism and saturation to later silence and invisibility. Public interventions by playwrights, theatre artists, and theorists mandate a re-thinking of the concept of “event” as well as memory, memorials, mourning, and trauma.
Our cultural, performative, and theatrical texts represent an array of international perspectives: Britain, Canada, Iraq, Ireland, Scotland, South Africa, and USA.  They represent people affected by these events and include provocative theatre pieces from diverse genres: realist, anti-realist, “in-yer face”theatre, performance art, solo shows, documentary, and verbatim theatre.  Activists have also deployed theatre to challenge many oppressive structures or systemic issues. Among those interventions is the Lysistrata Project, which facilitated over 1000 productions of the 411 BC comedy, Lysistrata, by Aristophanes. This enactment of a sex strike to halt the Peloponnesian war served as an exemplar for a world-wide response to attempt to halt the invasion of Iraq (without success). In addition to theatrical texts, theoretical material includes work by Judith Butler, Cathy Caruth, Slavoj Zizek, Susan Sontag, and David Roman.
Since this course takes place more than twenty years after that devastating event much has been written on the multivalent issues of “9/11” in the face of politics then and now.  There is also a greater focus on the immensity of the problem of PTSD for veterans, who have returned from wars, as well as their families, all of whom have been affected in differing ways by the terrible events of “9/11” and the complexity of those issues.  The theatre world has also paid attention to working on these problems by acting out the stories of survivors to aid in lessening their burdens and demonstrate that they are no longer alone and have accessible help.  Jonathan Lewis’s play, Soldier On, and Bryan Doerries’ company, Theatre of War’ are two examples we will examine. 
In her 2012 book, Political and Protest theatre after 9/11 (13), Jenny Spencer maintains that theatre in all its various forms can “help change and extend the public conversations, break down unhelpful social dichotomies, offer alternative viewpoints, expose political collusion, and provide more nuanced political analyses of complex situations.” Our course will attend to these concerns, explore contested meanings of “9/11,” and investigate the ethical responsibility and the role of theatre and performance in the context of a world that irrevocably changed after “9/11.”
Possible texts are listed alphabetically by author and will be selected from the following list. 
Berkoff, Steven. Requiem for Ground Zero (2002)
Brittain, Victoria and Gillian Slovo.  Guantanamo – Honor Bound to defend Freedom (2004)
Burke, Gregory.  Black Watch (2006)
Churchill, Caryl. Far Away (2000)
Davids, Nadia.  At Her Feet (2006)
Hare, David.  Stuff Happens (2004)
Heaney, Seamus.  The Burial at Thebes (2004)  
Hudes, Quiara Alegria.  Water by the Spoonful (2012) Theatre Communications Group
Kushner, Tony.   Homebody/Kabul (December 2001) (revised version 2004)                                                          Labute, Neil.  The Mercy Seat (2002) Faber& Faber
McGrath, John.  Hyperlynx (2002)
Nelson, Anne.  The Guys (December 2001) Dramatists Play Service
Pinter, Harold.   New World Order (1991), Press Conference (2002)
Raffo, Heather.  9 Parts of Desire (2003) Dramatists Play Service
Rebeck, Theresa and Alexandra Gersten-Vassilaros.     Omnium Gatherum
Shepard, Sam.  The God of Hell (2005) Dramatists Play Service
Thompson, Judith.  Palace of the End (2008)
Grade Breakdown
Seminar Presentation (15) minutes.    10%    
Written version of seminar presentation within 2 weeks.  10% 1250 words
4 Weekly response papers no more than 3 pages each. Best 3 of 4 = 30%    3x750 = 2250 words
A final research essay – 10 pages 40%   2500 words
Informed and regular participation       10%

Other recommended readings will be placed on reserve at Scott Library:
9-11 Was There An Alternative? Noam Chomsky. (2011)
Performance in a time of terror.  Jenny Hughes. (2011) 
Political and Protest Theatre after 9/11: Patriotic Dissent. Ed. Jenny Spencer (2012) ebk
Philosophical Challenge of September 11. Eds. Tom Rockmore, Joseph Margolis et al 2006 
The Rhetoric of Terror: Reflections on 9/11 and the war on Terror. Marc Redfield. (2009)
9/11: The Culture of Commemoration.  David Simpson. (2006)
Theatre and War: Theatrical Responses since 1991. Jeanne Colleran. (2012)
