
 
 

 

© No portion of this course description may be copied, used, or revised without explicit written permission from the Department of English. 

2012 Winter Session (2012-2013 Academic Year) 
ENGL 462E: Twentieth-Century British and Irish Studies (3 
credits) 
 
Instructor: Dr. John Xiros Cooper 
Section: 004 
Term: 1 
 

Going on: theatre/history/subject, 1895-1952 

 
Course Description: 
The course begins with two idle men, both are rich, facetious, and well-dressed, but they do nothing. 
The course ends with two idle men, both are dirt-poor, morose, and ragged, and they do nothing. The 
story of British theatre in the early twentieth century is the story of how we get from one scene of 
idleness in a posh townhouse and country estate to the other scene of idleness on an empty road 
winding through a sterile landscape. The journey from one to the other takes us through two world 
wars, an economic depression, social and political tumult, the decline of empire, and several 
holocausts. Is it any wonder that in Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot we end up on a barren track 
leading who knows where with two messed-up tramps unable to move? What needs to be said, 
though, is that the intellectual and moral outline of the final play is already inscribed, albeit implicitly, in 
the first. The plays that we’ll be reading in between these two scenes of posh and bedraggled 
immobility examine, interrogate, try to affirm, and generally despair over cultural and moral values that 
are everywhere under siege. That any ethical standard manages to survive during the first fifty years of 
a bloody century is just a little short of miraculous. But survive it does, even if it does so modestly as a 
series of small hints and suggestions for simply going on, namely, don’t panic, tomorrow may be a bit 
better than today, and, in the meantime, let’s just take care of each other. 
 
Required Texts: 

 Oscar Wilde, Importance of Being Earnest and The Ideal Husband 
 Bernard Shaw, Mrs. Warren’s Profession 
 R. C. Sherriff, Journey’s End 
 Noel Coward, Hay Fever and Private Lives 
 T. S. Eliot, Murder in the Cathedral 
 Terence Rattigan, After the Dance and The Browning Version 
 Samuel Beckett, Waiting for Godot 

Course Requirements: 

 Two 1500 word essays (60%) 
 One final exam (40%) 


