Course: Dramaturgy and the contemporary theatre 
STA Spring 2026
Instructor: Professor Peter Eckersall

Course description
This course is an examination of the theories and practices of dramaturgy and its relationship to contemporary theatre.  Our focus will be on dramaturgy and its contribution to contemporary arts in Europe and the United States.  While we will discuss historical events, most of the course will explore case studies from the last two decades and the proliferation of contemporary, hybrid and mixed media performance.  We will also consider the expansion of the performing arts into visual arts and festival programming.  A key question for our seminar is how can we think about these developments dramaturgically?  

This is a four-day intensive course that will meet for 3 hours each day.  Each day there will be a lecture, followed by discussion of reading and viewing of example artworks.  Readings are provided. 

Four lectures will focus on:

Lecture 1: What is new dramaturgy and what does it do for theatre? 
 
We will briefly introduce the history of dramaturgy as a concept first noted in the ancient theatre through to its applications in play development and in new dramaturgy that works in contemporary performance.

Reading: 
Turner, Cathy and Synne Behrndt. 2007.  Dramaturgy and Performance.  Palgrave. pp. 17-34.

Lecture 2: Festival Dramaturgy: how do we make a theatre festival as a space for community? 

We will look the rise of art festivals and how they often have an overarching theme.  How are theatre works chosen to support this and how do arts festivals become spaces for community? 
 
Reading:
Eckersall, Peter. 2025,‘Festival dramaturgy: a place for assembly and the commons,’ in I festival teatrali nel Novecent0, eds. Monica Cristini & Arianna Frattali, Bari: Editioni di Pagina. pp. 17-30.

Lecture 3: Sensory dramaturgy and art for ecological awareness: how theatre makes us feel and activates the senses though the body?  How do we explore climate change in the theatre?

How is conrtemporay and mixed media performance changing the way we experience live theatre?  What are the impacts of AI and XR in performance?  How is this being used by artists to make us more aware of the impact of climate change? 

Reading 
Lavery, Carl. 2016. ‘Introduction: performance and ecology – what can theatre do?’ Green Letters, 20:3, 229-236. 

Lecture 4: Future theatre—how theatre artists use technology and science fiction to make visible the future world (that is already here). 

What can theatre tell us about the future of our world?  We see artists returning to ‘future dreaming’ and using science fiction to tell stories about our world.  How does this expand the ancient role of theatre as a ‘seeing place’(theatron)?  What are the creative possibilities of this kind of approach in theatre?

Reading
Eckersall, Peter. 2024. Dramaturgy to Make Visible (introduction). Routledge. 

 
