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GREEK TRAGEDY AND ITS RECEPTION: OUR TRAGIC WORLD 
Instructor: Amy Pistone 
Contact information: 
Office hours: 

This course’s purpose is twofold. First, it will provide you with a comprehensive introduction to Greek tragedy, 
including selections from all three of the major tragedians. No advance knowledge of Greek literature or culture is 
expected or required for this course. In the course of reading Greek tragedies, you will also be exposed to several 
scholarly approaches to these seminal texts, and you will be asked to evaluate and critique these interpretations.  

The second prong of this course will focus on why these texts are enshrined in the western canon, what these plays 
mean to a modern audience, and what (if any) enduring value these ancient texts may have. To this end, each 
student will choose a play to focus on during the course and, by the end of the semester, you will all present your 
own critical reading of a more modern adaptation of your chosen text. 

In this course, you will be asked to 

 Discuss and analyze ancient texts, using your own critical perspective as well as literary/scholarly 
approaches you are exposed to in the course 

 Assess the relative merits of two different scholarly interpretations of the same text 

 Evaluate a more modern adaptation (of your own choosing) with the same tools and make an evidence-
based argument about the reception and adaptation of the original text  

 Formulate an informed opinion about the role of “the classics” in the modern world 

 Actively participate in class discussions and other in-class activities 
 
Assignments and grade calculation 

 Weekly class assignments (graded on a done/not-done basis): 15% 

 500-word paper on “Why Read Greek Tragedy?”: 5% 

 500-word scholarship paper: 10% 

 1000-word essay on adaptation/translation: 10% 

 1000-word scholarship paper: 15% 

 Final project/presentation: 20% 

 Final reflective essay on the value of the classics: 10% 

 Attendance/participation in class: 15% 
 
Final project:  

 Each student will choose a text and a more modern adaptation of that text (theater or film) and prepare a 
class presentation on the choices made in the adaptation process, the relationship of the adaptation to the 
original, and the overall import of the modern version. Students will workshop their presentation ideas in a 
small group (3-4 people) before they present to the full class. 

 As a part of their class presentations, students will select a small but representative sample of their chosen 
adaptation (c. 15 minutes of film or 15 pages of text) to assign to the class, in advance of their presentation. 
Their presentation should use this sample as an example in some way, and their chosen excerpt should allow 
their classmates to participate in a discussion of the broader text.  
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REQUIRED TEXTS 

Texts required (paper copies only, unless you have spoken to me about reasons you prefer an electronic copy) 
The Oresteia (trans. Peter Meineck), ISBN 9780872203907 

 Sophocles’ Antigone (trans. Diane Rayor), ISBN 0521134781 
Antigonick (by Anne Carson), ISBN 978-0811222921 

 Oedipus the King and Other Tragedies (trans. Oliver Taplin), ISBN 9780192806857 
 The Trojan Women and Other Plays (trans. James Morwood), ISBN 9780199538812 

All other course readings will be available in electronic format.  

 

COURSE SCHEDULE 

Week 1: Introduction to Greek Tragedy 

Readings: excerpts from Women on the Edge and An Introduction to Greek Tragedy; Knox’ “Myth and Attic 
Tragedy”; Aristotle’s Poetics 

Assignments: Each student will outline themes and questions that interest them (with an eye to eventually narrowing 
in on a central play that will be the focus of their presentation in weeks 11-13). Short, informal paper on “Why Read 
Greek Tragedy?” (500 words) 
 

Week 2: Aeschylus and the Cost of War 

Readings: Agamemnon, secondary readings (posted online) about gendered speech  

 McClure, L. 1999. “Logos Gunaikos: Speech & Gender in Aeschylus' Oresteia” in Spoken Like a Woman. 
Princeton. 

 Maurizio, Lisa (2001). “Voices at the Center of the World: The Pythias’ Ambiguity and Authority.” In 
Making Silence Speak, (eds. A. Lardinois and L. McClure), 38-54. Princeton. 

Assignments: short writing response on gender in the Agamemnon.  
 

Week 3: Cycles of Revenge 

Readings: Libation Bearers and Eumenides, two scholarly readings about the meaning of the trial scene (both 
available online). Short excerpt from Hamlet. 

 Meier, C. 1990. “The Eumenides of Aeschylus and the Rise of the Political” in The Greek 
Discovery of Politics. Harvard.  

 Goldhill, S. 1997. “The language of tragedy: rhetoric and communication” in The Cambridge Companion 
to Greek Tragedy (ed. P. Easterling). Cambridge.  

Assignments: Compare/contrast the two scholarly approaches and assess their relative merits (500 words); prepare 
short “position papers” for each party in the trial scene from the Eumenides.  
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Week 4: Oedipus the King  

Readings: Oedipus Tyrannus, and Knox’ chapter about Oedipus as Athens (“Chapter 2: Athens” from Oedipus at 
Thebes) 

Assignments: Start week with trial/debate. Short response paper after the trial (500 words, ungraded), reflecting on 
the issues raised and how the debate did/didn’t change your perspective on the issues at stake in the trial scene).  
 

Week 5: Oedipus the Complex 

Readings: Freud’s analysis of Oedipus Tyrannus, Levi-Strauss’ analysis of Oedipus Tyrannus (“The Structural Study 
of Myth”), plus a viewing or reading of one modern adaptation (1957 film production and/or Oedipus with 
Vegetables film, if no local production is available). 

Assignments: individual meetings with instructor to discuss final projects. Short response, in blog-post style, on how 
this week’s readings changed your interpretation of the Oedipus Tyrannus and how well-supported you find these 
two interpretations (ungraded).  
 

Week 6: Antigone  

Readings: Antigone, Antigonick, Brecht’s Antigone 

Assignments: Ungraded reflection about translation and adaptation, in the context of this week’s readings (What do 
you think the difference is between an adaptation and a translation? What should the translator’s task be? What 
issues they consider?); film pitch of an adaptation/interpretation of one of the texts we have read thus far in class. 
 

Week 7: Antigone  

Readings: Jean Anouilh’s Antigone, secondary readings about performances in Latin America 

Assignments: 1000 word essay (in a first person, opinion-style piece) about the reasons a playwright might choose to 
adapt an ancient text instead of writing an original piece. 
 

Week 8: Trojan Women  

Readings: Reviews of recent performances (Syrian refugees), 2 different scholarly approaches to adaptations. 

Assignments: Compare/contrast two scholarly approaches and present an interpretation of your own that takes the 
two articles into account (1000 words); peer review of Week 7’s opinion essays.  
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Week 9: Major Adaptations 

Readings: selection of film clips as well as reviews of recent performances 

Assignments: prepare for workshopping in the following week.  

 

Week 10: Workshopping projects 

Readings: TBD (reading assigned by students in each peer review group) 

Assignments: peer review of workshops in groups of 3-4 students 

 

Week 11: Presentations 

Additional readings to be assigned by students who are presenting 

 

Week 12: Presentations 

Additional readings to be assigned by students who are presenting 

 

Week 13: Presentations (if needed—if not needed, weeks 14-15 will be expanded) 

 

Week 14: Why Read Tragedy? 

Readings (split up among students): “The Value of the Canon” (Irving Howe), “An Elegy for the Canon” (Harold 
Bloom), “Minority Discourse and the Pitfalls of Canon Formation” (Cornel West), “Women and Literary History” 
(Dale Spender), “Treason Our Text: Feminist Challenges to the Literary Canon” (Lillian S. Robinson), “Why Read 
the Classics?” (Italo Calvino), “Teaching Children to Choose” (Fannie Clark), “The other kind of classic novel” 
(Chris Cox) 

Assignments: Short response/position paper about the value of classics, in preparation for the following week’s 
debate. Reading is very heavy this week, so students may turn in position papers any time before the start of the final 
week of class.  

 

Week 15: Debating the Canon 

Assignments: Debate about the canon and the value of reading classical texts (students will be assigned positions); 
final reflective essay (informal, personal style), workshopped in class.  
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COURSE POLICIES 

Discussion Guidelines:  Discussion sections will be in-depth discussions of the assigned readings. You will be 
challenged to identify, question, and critique key themes, arguments, and ideas in the course material. You will also 
be asked to consider how the readings relate to each other, or how they offer new perspectives on questions that we 
have been discussing. These intellectual exercises will help you to develop your analytical skills, to make persuasive 
oral and written arguments, and to collaborate with others.  Whatever your personal positions on these topics, you 
must be able to discuss the pertinent readings with maturity, respect for other positions, and seriousness.   

Late Assignments: Unless you notify me in advance about extenuating circumstances that will prevent you from 
submitting your essay on time, I’ll lower your grade for the assignment by one-third of a letter grade for each day 
that it is late.  For instance, if you submit a B paper a day late, your grade will become a B-. 

Weekly Section Assignments: Throughout the semester, I will ask you to complete some low-stakes writing 
assignments as preparation for our class. Completing these assignments will ultimately count towards your grade. 
They will generally be due by midnight, the night before class (unless otherwise indicated). If you can’t make it to 
class on the day an assignment is due, you will still receive full credit if you turn it in by the deadline. I will grant 
extensions for extenuating circumstances if you notify me in advance. Otherwise, you will not receive credit for a low-
stakes assignment submitted after its due date. 

Religious Observances: If a class session or due date conflicts with your religious holidays, please notify me so that 
we can make alternative arrangements. In most cases, I will ask you to turn in your assignment ahead of your 
scheduled absence, but in accordance with UM policy on religious/academic conflicts, your absence will not affect 
your grade in the course. 

Accommodations for Students with Disabilities: I am fully committed to ensuring the full participation of all 
students, and to making learning as accessible as possible for all of my students. If you have a disability and need an 
accommodation to participate in this class or to complete course requirements, please ask the appropriate office to 
provide documentation of the accommodations that you need. Then, please share this documentation with me as 
soon as possible, preferably within the first few weeks of class. I will treat as private and confidential any information 
that you share.  

Mental Health Accommodations: As a student, you may experience challenges that negatively affect your learning, 
such as anxiety, depression, interpersonal or sexual violence, difficulty with eating or sleeping, grief/loss, and alcohol 
or drug problems.  I am deeply committed to working with you to address these issues in a way that will allow you to 
perform as well as possible in this class. If you are experiencing mental health issues, please discuss this with me as 
you feel comfortable, so that we can discuss appropriate accommodations and support.  

Email:  I encourage conducting most correspondence over email, using professional and respectful language.  In the 
case of illness (mental or physical) or family emergency, please only feel obligated to provide the most relevant 
details. If it is easier to discuss your reasons in person, please come to office hours or make an appointment.  I will do 
my best to respond to all student emails within 24 hours (48 on weekends).   

Technology: Laptops (and cell phones, tablets, etc.) are generally discouraged in section. There will be section 
meetings when technology will be useful, and I will notify you in advance of those days, if laptops are welcome in 
section. If you have a compelling reason why you need some sort of technology in class, I will gladly accommodate 
that. Laptops can be a powerful tool, but they can also be a serious distraction. Laptops are not banned unilaterally, 
but I reserve the right to remove laptop privileges if you are not using your laptop for course-appropriate purposes.  
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Plagiarism: Building on others’ words and ideas is an essential element of effective scholarship. However, we must 
give credit to those whose words and ideas we incorporate into our writing. Using someone else’s words, ideas, or 
work without proper attribution is plagiarism, and such an act is considered a serious ethical violation within the 
university community. If you complete an assignment for one course and then submit that same assignment as 
original work for a different course, you are also committing plagiarism. If you have additional questions about how 
to reference material that you find in books or online, please let me know. 

If you commit an act of academic dishonesty in this course either by plagiarizing someone’s work or by allowing your 
own work to be misused by another person, you will face the following consequences: 

 You will fail the assignment and may fail the course. 
 I will also forward your case, with an explanatory letter and all pertinent materials, to the LSA Assistant 

Dean of Student Affairs. 
 The Dean will determine an appropriate penalty, which may involve academic probation and/or community 

service.   
 If you commit plagiarism while you are already on probation for plagiarism, you may be asked to leave the 

University. 

 

CLASSROOM CONTRACT 

I think of our classroom as a reciprocal relationship. Below are the ground rules that I expect from myself and from 
you. We will discuss our discussion guidelines on the first day of class, and you will have an opportunity to add to or 
modify these guidelines. 

My responsibilities:  

 Return your writing assignments promptly and—especially for drafts—provide detailed feedback of how to 
improve your writing.  

 Provide grade updates intermittently (and when requested). 

 Solicit feedback and adjust my teaching accordingly, to address your needs. 

Your responsibilities: 

 Arrive on time (10 minutes after the hour) and be prepared for discussion. Adequate preparation means you 
have done the reading and thought carefully about any discussion questions for that day’s class.  

 Bring the relevant books (and any other relevant texts) to section at every section meeting. 

 Keep your cell phone on silent and away during class.  

 Be courteous. I encourage you to disagree with and challenge ideas, but part of college courses is learning to 
attack ideas respectfully without attacking the person.  

 Participate in class discussions. If you are uncomfortable speaking in class, you need to talk to me as soon as 
possible. I will gladly work with you to find ways to make participation easier, but participation is a critical 
element in this class.  

 Check your email at least once a day. I will send out notifications and specific instructions for section via 
email. 

 


