
WRITING IN THE MARGINS 
 

PLAYWRITING AS ADAPTATION  
 
 

“There are no new ideas waiting in the wings to save us…only old and forgotten ones.” 
 

— Audre Lorde 
 
 
Taking issue with the prevailing notion that originality equals innovation, this course considers 
how writing and performance are, and have always been, practices of adaptation. We begin by 
looking at historical examples of theater that evolve out of non-written forms: the origins of 
commedia dell’arte in Venetian carnival; the relationship between Ancient Greek satyr plays 
and Bacchic rituals; Bengali yatra’s roots in devotional singing and dance. We then consider 
how writing inaugurates questions of ownership and property in the modern era: copyright, 
plagiarism, found art, etc. What does it mean for a story to belong to an individual? Students 
will pick a non-theatrical text of their choosing—a short story, a newspaper advertisement, a 
transcription of a phone conversation—and imagine it for performance. We will consider 
translation as a form of adaptation. How do translators navigate their mandate to respect an 
author’s integrity while making creative choices that invigorate a translation? How is this 
similar to the role of the director in the theater? What does it look like to wholly re-imagine or 
productively disrespect an original text? Taking José Muñoz’ notion of “disidentification” as a 
theoretical framework, we will read contemporary playwrights who write themselves into the 
margins of a theatrical canon populated largely by “dead white men”. Over the course of the 
semester, students will write, workshop, and revise their own theatrical adaptations, using one 
or more original sources. For their final project, students will bring that adaptation to life on 
stage, considering the ways in which translating a written text into performance is, itself, a kind 
of adaptation. 
 
 
WEEK ONE – Origins: Ritual and Parody 
 
Texts: 
Peter Jordan’s The Venetian Origins of the Commedia dell’Arte (excerpts) 
Euripides’ Cyclops 
Selected readings on Bengali Yatra 
 
WEEK TWO – Questions of Property 
 
Texts: 
John Locke, “Of Property” 
 http://www.constitution.org/jl/2ndtr05.htm 
Paula Gunn Allen, “Special Problems in Teaching Leslie Marmon Silko’s ‘Ceremony’”: 

http://www.ohio.edu/people/hartleyg/docs/Special_Problems_in_Teaching.pdf 
The text of Chuck Mee’s “the (re)making project” website: 

http://www.charlesmee.org/about.shtml 



WEEK THREE – Translation and Adaptation 
 
Texts: 
Anne Carson’s An Oresteia  
Eugene O’Neill’s Mourning Becomes Electra 
 
WEEK FOUR – Identification and Disidentification 
 
Texts: 
José Muñoz’ Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics (introduction) 
Dion Boucicault, The Octoroon 
Branden Jacobs-Jenkins, An Octoroon 

 
WEEKS FIVE AND SIX – Re-Making Myth 
 
Texts: 
Karen Armstrong’s “A Short History of Myth” 
Euripides’ Medea 
Cherrie Moraga’s The Hungry Woman 
Sarah Ruhl’s Eurydice 
Black Orpheus (Orfeu Negro) – film, dir. Marcel Camus 
Mary Zimmerman’s Metamorphosis 
 
WEEK SEVEN – Re-Vision 
 
Texts: 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet 
Tom Stoppard’s Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead 
 
WEEK EIGHT – Re-Vision cont. 
 
Texts: 
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter 
Suzan-Lori Parks’ In the Blood 
 
WEEK NINE – Poetry as Blueprint for Performance 
 
Texts: 
Patricia Smith’s Blood Dazzler 
Edgar Lee Master’s Spoon River Anthology 
 
WEEK TEN – Performance as Adaptation 
 
The course will culiminate in a festival of plays written/adapted by students in the course. 



MUSIC, MOVEMENT, MEMORY 
	  
	  
	  
Dr. Bernice Johnson Reagon says, of congregational singing in Black culture, “the part of your 
being that is tampered with when you run sound through your body is a part of you that our 
culture thinks should be developed…and if it’s not developed, you are underdeveloped as a 
human being.” Taking Dr. Reagon’s statement as a call to action, the purpose of this class, is to 
explode open how we think about “text” and “analysis”. Using two primary case studies—the 
Middle Passage and the syncretic development of the Blues in the New World, and the 
metamorphosis, migration, and marginalization of Romani (“Gypsy”) music—students will 
investigate how performance practices serve as vital ways of knowing, remembering, and 
world-making. Students will engage with a variety of texts (verbal, sonic, visual, kinesthetic) 
and respond to them critically through not only writing and discussion, but also through their 
own performance practices. This methodology is not meant to circumvent rigor, as New Age 
invocations of “performance” might suggest, but rather to develop our capacity to make 
connections using voice and body as rigorously as we have been taught to using pen and paper 
(or rather, keypad and keystroke, in the 21st century). How might we, for example, “read” 
Sharon Bridgforth’s love conjure/blues, a self-proclaimed “novel that is constructed for breath”? 
What new kinds of “reading comprehension” must we cultivate when dealing with a text that is 
meant to be embodied? In this course, we will consider how knowledge is produced, retained, 
and shared, how individual and collective identities are constructed, how systems of governance 
come into being—questions central not only to the practice of disciplines such as history, 
anthropology, and ethnomusicology, but also queer studies, critical race studies, and 
performance studies, which trouble the boundaries between disciplines. The class will culminate 
in a presentation of student-developed original performance pieces.  
 
 
Selected Reading List: 
 
The Archive and the Repertoire, Diana Taylor 
The Black Dancing Body, Brenda Dixon Gottschild 
Nomadic Thought, Gilles Deleuze 
World Music: Deterritorializing Place and Identity, John Connell 
The Grotowski Sourcebook, ed. Richard Schechner and Lisa Wolford Wylam 
love conjure/blues, Sharon Bridgforth 
Latcho Drom (film), dir. Tony Gatlif 
Zoli, Colum McCann 
Bury Me Standing: The Gypsies and Their Journey, Isabel Fonseca 
Deep Blues: A Musical and Cultural History of the Mississippi Delta, Rober Palmer 
Heart Songs, Annie Proulx 
Amandla: A Revolution in Four-Part Harmony (film), dir. Lee Hirsch 
Songlines, Bruce Chatwin 
Poetry by Joy Harjo, Langston Hughes, Ron Welburn and others 
Various music recordings and performances 
	  


