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Class Description: Our American dramatists have never shirked from presenting us with 

a mirror of society in an effort to illuminate and edify.  From our pantheon of great twentieth 

century playwrights, we survey the rich diversity of masterworks from Eugene O’Neil, Lillian 

Hellman, Clifford Odets, Arthur Miller, Edward Albee, Tennessee Williams, Paula Vogel, David 

Mamet, Wendy Wasserstein and others who have established American theater as a vital part of 

the dramatic landscape of worldwide modern theater.  We will examine how their probing works 

capture, reflect and even shape our perceptions of the American experience.  We will discuss 

dozens of great plays ranging from Elmer Rice’s Street Scene to Arthur Miller’s iconic Death of 

A Salesman to contemporary greats such as John Patrick Shanley’s Doubt, Lynn Nottage’s 

Ruined, Moises Kaufman’s Laramie Project and many others.  The powerful themes and 

carefully etched characters in these dramatic plays invite us to question and search.  The 

playwrights’ voices of conscience and their visions of our national life evoke emotional 

responses and fresh insight.  Discover why Arthur Miller says of his craft.  ―My job is to ask 

questions – and to ask them as inexorably as I can.‖       

   

The Elements of Drama         
 Most successful playwrights follow the theories of playwriting and drama that were 

established over two thousand years ago by Aristotle. We’ll briefly cover: Thought/Theme/Ideas; 

Action/Plot; Characters; Language; Music; Spectacle.       

  

Other elements that many of you who are familiar with theater probably know about:   

 Exposition is important information that the audience needs to know in order to follow 

the main story line of the play. 

Rising Action of the plot begins with an inciting incident and proceeding forward to the 

crisis onto the climax.   

The Climax/Crisis is the moment where the major dramatic questions rise to the highest 

level and hits the unraveling point.  

Resolution: The resolution is the moment of the play in which the conflicts are resolved.  
           

Three concepts to use as a template for looking at drama:       

(1) Consider a stage drama as threads in the weaving of The Human Narrative.     

(2) Drama as a Human Event. From the stage it looks right at us, speaks to us, and we 

are evoked in a shared human experience. It breaks through the fourth wall.   

(3) Drama as Philosophical Inquiry —asking life’s big questions.    
  

A Very Brief History          

 In Athens, taking their cues from Socrates who announced that ―the unexamined life is 

not worth living,‖ so, too, dramatists examined life, they asked questions. Aeschylus, Euripides, 

Sophocles. Plays you’ve read or seen? Antigone—questions about obedience to the authority of 

the State; Electra, Oedipus Rex, Agamemnon. 
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During the 15th, 16th centuries, European society was influenced by the Renaissance, a 

"rebirth" or rediscovery of the classical worlds of Rome and Greece. The impact on the theater 

went beyond secularization of an art form that had been dominated for centuries by the Church. 

   
The Protestant Reformation in the following century had a greater impact on theater. 

England in the 16th Century moved back and forth from Catholicism to Protestantism, back to 

Catholicism during the reign of Mary, and back again to Protestantism with the accession of 

Elizabeth I. It was in this world that William Shakespeare (1564-1616) wrote and acted in his 

plays. There were other notable playwrights, including Christopher Marlowe and Ben Jonson 

 

Theatre was influenced by two French playwrights. Molière authored some of the best 

comedies in European history, including Tartuffe, Le Misanthrope. Jean Racine was a great 

tragedian, writing Iphigénie and Phèdre. Both playwrights had an influence in turning theatre 

away from classical style into more contemporary subject matter. 
 

Theatre in England during the 18th Century now dealt with ordinary people as characters, 

such as in She Stoops to Conquer by Oliver Goldsmith and The School for Scandal by Richard 

Sheridan. This was the result of the growing desire for freedom among a populace, both in 

Europe beginning to find the time and means for leisurely occupations such as patronizing 

commercial theatre which became accessible to property owners, merchants, industrialists, the 

bourgeoisie and ultimately the masses.        
  

During the 19th Century, the Industrial Revolution changed the way people lived and 

worked -- and it changed the face of theatre as well. Gas lighting was first introduced in 1817, 

arc-lighting followed and, by the end of the century, electrical lighting made its appearance on 

stage. Elaborate mechanisms for the changing and flying of scenery were developed, including 

fly-lofts, elevators, and revolving stages. 

 

The twentieth century brought a combination of technological advances and societal 

freedoms--entertainment for the masses became a thriving industry. The upbeat mood of 

America was reflected in its theater, its popular songs, the ballroom dancing craze, and in the 

newest of popular fads, the motion pictures. Commercial theatre advanced full force.   

       

The second sign of the transformation was the acceleration of "realism" in theater brought 

to America in the work of an extraordinary number of talents: Henrik Ibsen, August Strindberg, 

Anton Chekhov, Maxim Gorki, and G. B. Shaw.  They broke new ground in two ways: (1) they 

practiced playwriting as a literary art; and (2) they reshaped drama to the realities of their vastly 

changing societies. Soon, serious drama emerged in the works of Eugene O'Neill, Arthur Miller, 

and Tennessee Williams.  

 

20
th

 Century American Drama 
David Belasco was an influential American playwright, director and theatrical producer. 

He wrote, directed, or produced more than 100 plays and is recognized for bringing a new 

standard of naturalism to the American stage.  

 

../../../wiki/United_States_of_America
../../../wiki/Playwright
../../../wiki/Theatre_director
../../../wiki/Theatrical_producer
../../../wiki/Naturalism_(literature)
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Elmer Rice won the Pulitzer Prize for drama, in 1929 for Street Scene. He was a 

playwright, director, and novelist noted for his innovative and polemical plays. His first work, 

the melodramatic On Trial (1914), was the first American play to use the flashback technique. 

  

John Howard Lawson’s Success Story (1931).   

 

In 1935, Maxwell Anderson composed Winterset, a tragedy based on a true story and set 

in contemporary America. Other plays include Key Largo (1939), Eve of St. Mark (1942) and 

Both Your Houses (1933) for which Anderson was awarded the Pulitzer Prize. 

 

Modernism and the importance of facing reality became a dominant theme in the 1920s 

and 1930s. Modernism expressed a sense of here-and-now life as a sharp break from the past, as 

well as from classical traditions. Modernism embraced change. Vision and viewpoint became an 

essential: the way the story was told became as important as the story itself.    

  

The Theater Group: in the summer of 1931, three young idealists, Harold Clurman, 

Cheryl Crawford and Lee Strasberg, were inspired by a passionate dream of transforming the 

American theater. Its philosophy was that theater must engage the audience by dramatizing 

concerns that were central to their lives. It became a literal who's who of theatre: Clifford Odets, 

Sanford Meisner, Franchot Tone, Robert Lewis, Stella Adler, John Garfield, and many others. 

    

Sidney Kingsley’s Men in White in 1933 won the Pulitzer Prize. His play Dead End, 

produced in 1935 is the story about slum housing as the spawning ground of young hoodlums.  

 

Clifford Odets was the voice of revolutionary theatre. Awake and Sing is his 

masterwork. His first play was the one-act Waiting for Lefty.       

  

 

***** 

Second Meeting, October 31st 
 

One way of giving some structure to this brief course is by looking at it through the lens 

of the Pulitzer Prize winners for Drama. In his 1904 will, Joseph Pulitzer made a provision for 

the establishment of a school for professional journalism at Columbia University and for Prizes 

as an incentive to excellence in writing. His visionary acumen is responsible for the lasting 

influence of the prestigious Pulitzer Prizes on journalism, literature, music, and drama.  His 

generosity initiated an American tradition that has now increased to over ninety different annual 

literary awards. 

 

Eugene Gladstone O’Neill is the first giant presence in drama in the 20th century. He 

won four Pulitzer Prizes, and recognition with the 1936 Nobel Prize in Literature as America's 

greatest playwright. The Emperor Jones (1920) and The Hairy Ape, Desire under the Elms 

(1924), The Iceman Cometh, and Long Day's Journey into Night.     
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William Saroyan achieved great popularity in the 30s, 40s and 50s through his hundreds 

of short stories, plays, novels, memoirs, and essays. In 1939, he was the first American writer to 

win both the New York Drama Critics' Circle Award and the 1940 Pulitzer Prize for Drama for 

his play The Time of Your Life.  

 

Tennessee Williams: acclaim came in 1944 with The Glass Menagerie which won a 

Pulitzer Prize. His works addressed taboo topics. A Streetcar Named Desire, Camino Real, Cat 

On A Hot Tin Roof, Sweet Bird of Youth, The Night of the Iguana. 

 

Thornton Wilder was both a playwright and a novelist. In 1927, The Bridge of San Luis 

Rey brought him commercial success and his first Pulitzer Prize in 1928. In 1938 he won the 

Pulitzer Prize for drama for his play Our Town and he won the prize again in 1942 for his play 

The Skin of Our Teeth.  

 

Edna Ferber was a successful and well known writer of short stories, novels and plays. 

She collaborated with George S. Kaufman: The Royal Family in 1927; Dinner at Eight in 1932; 

Stage Door in 1936; and Show Boat in 1937, which was based on her novel.  

 

Lillian Hellman began her writing career by reviewing books. The Children's Hour 

(1934): a story in which a privileged student attacks her teachers through destructive gossip. The 

Little Foxes (1939) is among her most popular drama, and it is the one most frequently produced.  

 

Sylvia Regan is best known for her most serious dramatic work, Morning Star, based on 

her experience following a fire in 1911 which destroyed the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory located 

in Regan's NYC neighborhood, killing 146 people, most of them young women.  

 

Herman Wouk’s The Caine Mutiny Court Martial is a dramatization of the court-martial 

section of his novel; it is an intense and searching drama about men, mutiny and morality. 

 

Michael V. Gazzo’s A Hatful of Rain (1955), is about a young soldier who develops an 

addiction to morphine while recuperating in a hospital from his war wounds. It is one of the 

earliest post-war plays to deal openly with a growing problem, and it was hailed as a powerful 

piece of theatre.    
 

Frank Gilroy, The Subject Was Roses,: a young man returns from WWII to find his 

parents are strangers--to him and each other--in this powerful drama by which won the Pulitzer 

Prize and Best Play Tony Award in 1965.  

 

Irwin’s Shaw's Bury the Dead, is an expressionistic anti-war drama that tells the story of 

six soldiers who rise from the dead, refusing to be buried until they can tell the world about the 

brutality of war. 

 

Arthur Miller created characters that wrestled with powerful conflicts, personal and 

social responsibility, the repercussions of past actions, and the twin poles of guilt and hope in 

more than thirty plays, over nearly six decades. All My Sons, Death of A Salesman, The Crucible, 

Incident At Vichy, After The Fall.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Playwright
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Novelist
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Bridge_of_San_Luis_Rey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Bridge_of_San_Luis_Rey
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Our_Town
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Skin_of_Our_Teeth
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William Inge, with his portraits of small-town life and settings rooted in the American 

heartland, became known as the " Playwright of the Midwest." Picnic, Bus Stop, and Come Back, 

Little Sheba also become successful films.  Inge received a Pulitzer Prize for Picnic. 

 

Sidney "Paddy" Chayefsky wrote Marty. Chayefsky gave theatre and film these 

classics: The Bachelor Party ,1957; The Tenth Man; The Americanization of Emily ; Paint Your 

Wagon , 1969; Network, 1976.  Each, in its own way, broke new ground for American drama. 

 

Edward Albee describes his work as ―an examination of the American Scene, an attack 

on the substitution of artificial for real values in our society, a condemnation of complacency, 

cruelty, and emasculation and vacuity, a stand against the fiction that everything in this slipping 

land of ours is peachy-keen.‖ The Zoo Story, The Death of Bessie Smith, The Sandbox, The 

American Dream, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf, A Delicate Balance earned Albee his first 

Pulitzer Prize. He was awarded a second Pulitzer in 1975 for Seascape.     
  

Archibald MacLeish. JB represents MacLeish's responses to the horrors of his time--two 

world wars, the Holocaust and the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.      

 

***** 

 

Third Meeting, November 7th 
 

The 1960’s: we see turbulence, alienation, culture clash and profound challenges to the 

status quo. Out of that era of civil rights militancy, gay rights militancy (after Stonewall in 

12/1968), the sexual revolution, we witness something else in American life that would soon be 

played out in the theater. It was the birth of feminist philosophy, On the dramatic stage, a steady 

appearance of feminist playwrights asked questions that dramatized women's issues.  
 

Marsha Norman won a Pulitzer Prize for her gripping drama 'Night, Mother and also 

wrote The Pool Hall, Traveler in the Dark, Winter Shakers, Sarah and Abraham, The Red Shoes 

The Last Dance and others.  

 

Paula Vogel received the 1998 Pulitzer Prize for Drama for her play, How I Learned to 

Drive which examines the impact and echoes of child sexual abuse and incest. Other notable 

plays include Desdemona, A Play About A Handkerchief, The Oldest Profession, And Baby 

Makes Seven  

 

Wendy Wasserstein writes about women's identity crises. Starting in 1977 with her 

breakthrough work, Uncommon Women and Others, Wasserstein's plays struck a profound chord 

with American women struggling to reconcile a desire for romance and relationship. The Sisters 

Rosensweig brought the issues of ethnicity and religion into her continuing conversation about 

the making and remaking of women's identities as it focused on three sisters with different 

relationships. For her Heidi Chronicles, she earned a Tony Award winner for Best Play and won  

the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1989.  

 

Eve Ensler: The Vagina Monologues is an episodic play of intense drama and comic 

relief. In 1998, Ensler and others launched V-Day, a global non-profit movement that has raised 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bus_Stop_%28play%29
http://www.answers.com/topic/pulitzer-prize-for-drama
http://www.answers.com/topic/night-mother
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize_for_Drama
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/How_I_Learned_to_Drive
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/How_I_Learned_to_Drive
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sexual_abuse
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Incest
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tony_Award_for_Best_Play
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize_for_Drama
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over $75 million for women's anti violence groups throughout the world through the monetary 

benefits of The Vagina Monologues. 

 

These are also the days of a growing Black philosophy born of struggle. It asks questions 

about identity and freedom beyond emancipation of black people; about strategies for social 

reconstruction of American society. 

 

James Baldwin’s The Amen Corner (1965) is about a young man's loss of faith in the 

midst of a religious gospel singing community in Harlem. The play addresses themes of the role 

of the church in the African-American family, the complex relationship between religion and 

earthly love, and the effect of a poverty born of racial prejudice. 

 

Lorraine Hansberry's (1930-1965) A Raisin in the Sun (1959) was the first drama by a 

black woman to be produced on Broadway. She analyzes northern racism and portrays 

individuals who defend their own and other's dignity.  

 

Howard Sackler’s 1967 play The Great White Hope explores how prejudice created the 

demand for a "great white hope" who would defeat black boxing champion Johnson and how 

this, in turn, affected the boxer's life and career. 

 

Sam Shepard has written over 45 plays, eleven of which have won Obie Awards. In 

1979 he was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Drama for Buried Child. 

 

August Wilson set a daunting task for himself--to write a ten play cycle that chronicles 

each decade of the black experience in the 20th century. Some of the plays: Fences, Joe Turner's 

Come and Gone, The Piano Lesson, Radio Golf. 

 

David Mamet is noted for his spare, gritty work that reflects the harsh urban landscape 

and often revolves around strong male characters. American Buffalo, Glengarry Glen Ross. 

Tony Kushner won a Pulitzer Prize and two Tony Awards for Angels in America: A Gay 

Fantasia on National Themes. Other plays, A Bright Room Called Day (1985) and Slavs! (1994) 

are also concerned with the moral responsibilities of people in politically repressive times.  

 

John Patrick Shanley’s play Doubt was awarded the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 2005 

and the Drama Desk Award and Tony Award for Best Play. 

 

Harvey Fierstein is known for his Broadway plays Torch Song Trilogy and Safe Sex. His 

greatest achievement is his ability to humanize gay men and their lives.   

 

Mark Medoff received the Outer Critics Circle Award in 1974 for When You Comin' 

Back, Red Ryder?  He won the Outer Critics Circle Award again for Children of a Lesser God. 

This play is important historically because it includes a lead role for a deaf performer in a drama 

designed for the hearing theater audience.  

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doubt_%28play%29
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pulitzer_Prize_for_Drama
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Drama_Desk_Award
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tony_Award
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 Donald Margulies’ Dinner With Friends won major acclaim and the Pulitzer Prize for 

Drama. It tells the story of a seemingly happy couple who are compelled to examine their own 

relationship when their best friends decide to divorce.  

 

Alfred Uhry achieved theatrical success with Driving Miss Daisy, the first in his Atlanta 

Trilogy of plays, all set during the first half of the 20th century. The second of the trilogy, The 

Last Night of Ballyhoo (1996), is set in 1939. The third is a 1998 musical called Parade, about 

the 1913 lynching of factory manager Leo Frank.  

 

Jonathan Larson (1960 –1996) was an American composer and playwright noted for the 

serious social issues of multiculturalism, addiction, homophobia, and AIDS explored in his work. 

He received two Tony Awards and a posthumous Pulitzer Prize for Drama for the musical Rent 

about the harsh and impoverished urban living conditions of struggling young Americans 

 

Marvin Neil Simon is practically in a category by himself—not considered a dramatist, 

yet drama underlies his stories; a comic genius, he touches upon deeper emotions. 

 

***** 

 

Instructor: Dr. Jerry Binder is a researcher, writer and lifespan educator. His interdisciplinary 

education includes a doctorate in psychology, a master’s degree in the psychological foundations 

of education and an undergraduate degree in the liberal arts.  Drawing upon the humanities and 

the social sciences, he blends scholarship and the power of story into programs that enrich our 

understanding of the American experience and our own lives.   

 

Since 1999, he has been researching the anticipated impact on American society of the emerging 

age wave of millions of older adults, and facilitates the popular program A Roadmap for The 

New Adulthood.  He also teaches in the Emeritus Institute at Saddleback College, the Osher 

Lifelong Learning Institute at UCI and UCLA Extension, Chapman University and at the 

American Jewish University in Los Angeles. In addition to his academic work, he consults with 

adults who are navigating the challenges of life transition and change. Dr. Binder is the author of 

a new book, Resilient Children: how caring adults can inspire kids to thrive and succeed.  

 

 

Thank you for enrolling in Masters of 20
th

 Century American Drama 

I welcome any suggestions that would make this class more enjoyable for you. 

My e-mail is: jerrymbinder@yahoo.com 
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