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British Romantic Drama 

 
Course Description: 
The theatre was the major popular and commercial venue for literary production during the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. All of the canonical Romantic poets tried, at least once, to 
write a play and many of them succeeded. Yet, since the early nineteenth-century “Romantic drama” 
has been linked closely to the genre of “closet theatre” and the idea that serious drama is meant to be 
read not performed. In this course we will try to correct or at least refine this “anti-theatrical prejudice” 
by examining the theatrical context for the emergence and development of Romanticism as a literary 
and political idea. We will read a wide selection of dramas from the period in a variety of genres: 
tragedy, comedy, farce, opera, melodrama, and afterpiece. We will think about the theatre as a 
practical and commercial venue for these generic experiments. We will explore the history of British 
theatre at the turn of the nineteenth-century, its architecture, its acting techniques, its rhetoric, and its 
politics. We will also work through the “stage-page” problem by examining the theatre and the printing 
press as competing and intersection modes of literary production and political protest. Primary readings 
of approximately 25 plays will be supplemented with readings of Romantic-era reviews and criticisms 
as well as recent historical and critical work on Romantic drama. 
 
Required Texts (a select list): 

 The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama (Broadview);:includes Hannah Cowley, A Bold 
Stroke for a Husband; Elizabeth Inchbald, Every One Has His Fault; George Colman the 
Younger, Blue-Beard;  Matthew Lewis, Timour the Tartar; George Colman the Younger, The 
Quadrupeds of Quedlinburgh; Joanna Baillie, Orra; Samuel Coleridge, Remorse; Thomas 
John Dibdin, Harlequin and Humpo; Percy Shelley, The Cenci; Lord Byron, Sardanapalus 

 Baillie, Plays on the Passions vol. I (Broadview); includes Count Basil, De Montfort, and The 
Tryal 

 British Women Playwrights Around 1800 (online resource) 
 Other plays: Sheridan, Pizarro; Southey and Coleridge, The Fall of 

Robespierre Shelley, Prometheus Unbound; Wordsworth, The 
Borderers; Byron, Manfredand Cain; Keats, Otho the Great; Maturin, Bertram 

 Selected reviews and essays from the Romantic period, plus a range of recent critical and 
theoretical studies; 

 


