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ENGLISH 131-01: WOMEN IN SHAKESPEARE 
Tuesday-Thursday 5:00-6:15 PM 
New South Film Screening Room 
 
Instructor: Dr Kavita Mudan 
Office Hours: New North 320, Tuesday and Thursday, 11:30-1:30 PM 
Contact Information: The best way to reach me is via e-mail at 
km589@georgetown.edu. 
 
Course Description 
This course focuses on Shakespeare’s treatment of female characters in seven plays 
across his career: Titus Andronicus, Richard III, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado 
About Nothing, Twelfth Night, Othello, and Antony and Cleopatra. All plays will be read 
in the context of their source material and some modern criticism. What function do these 
characters serve in each play? How do they conform to or overturn assumptions about 
women in the early modern period? What does it mean in this period to be voicing 
women onstage, especially in light of the fact that all these parts were played by men? 
We will also be reading John Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi at the end of the semester 
to situate Shakespeare’s women in the context of other early modern playwrights. 
 
Assignments will include short response papers for each play, one research paper, and 
scene performances. 
 
Required Texts 
The Riverside Shakespeare, ed. G. Blakemore Evans, 2nd edn (Boston: Houghton Mifflin,  

1997). ISBN 978-0395754900.* 
John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi, ed. Leah Marcus (London: Bloomsbury, 2009).  

ISBN 978-1904271512. 
 
* Any scholarly edition of Shakespeare is permissible (i.e. Norton, Arden, etc). However, do keep 
in mind that line numbers change based on which edition you are using, and I recommend the 
Riverside for ease of reference. 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
General Course Policies 
 
Attendance and Assignments 
We are covering a lot of material in this course so it is extremely important that all 
students attend all classes. If you have a legitimate reason for missing class, get in touch 
with me at least 24 hours in advance and I will try my best to accommodate you. That 
being said, sometimes life happens, and as such, you are permitted two unexcused 
absences and three excused. For every additional absence, 5% will be deducted from your 
final grade. 
 
This class has a heavy reading load and you are expected to complete all of the reading 
by the assigned date, so plan accordingly. Don’t worry if you do not understand 
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everything; that’s what class discussion is for. What is important is that you come to class 
with theories and ideas about that day’s reading. I will provide a list of topics and 
questions at the beginning of each unit in order to keep discussion focused. 
 
All students are expected to bring all assigned texts to class and to participate in 
discussion. As a matter of general policy, cell phones must be switched off during class. 
 
You are expected to submit all assignments on time. If you require an extension, you 
must request it at least 2 days in advance and provide a very good reason and a concrete 
date by which you will submit the work. In all other cases, 10% will be deducted from 
your grade on that assignment for every day late. 
 
Note for online submissions: If you are submitting assignments online, please include 
your name in the filename. 
 
You are expected to use secondary sources that are not Wikipedia. Improperly researched 
or cited papers will not be tolerated. The MLA citation system is available for no charge 
on the MLA website, so you have no excuse not to use it. 
 
Communication 
Please feel free to discuss any questions or concerns with me during office hours or via e-
mail. That being said, you should plan for a twenty-four (24) hour turnover time for e-
mails. In case of an emergency, I will get back to you as soon as possible, but keep in 
mind that a lack of preparedness on your part does not constitute an emergency on mine. 
Please indicate your question in the subject line. 
 
My office hours, as listed above, are on in New North 320 on Tuesdays and Thursdays 
from 11:30 AM to 1:30 PM. This is an ideal time to bring me ideas for papers or reading 
responses or to ask questions that you might not have felt like asking during class. If you 
would like me to look over a draft, please send it to me at least 24 hours beforehand and 
we can discuss it over e-mail or in office hours. As a final note, office hours end at 1:30 
PM on the dot. Do not show up at 1:25 and expect an extended conversation. 
 
In order for me to get to know you better, I have extended my office hours in the first two 
weeks of class to hold individual meetings of 15-20 minutes each. There will be a signup 
sheet going round on the first day of class. If you absolutely cannot make it because of 
other classes, let me know and I will do my best to accommodate you at some other time. 
 
Plagiarism 
Georgetown University has a zero-tolerance policy for plagiarism. It is not that hard to 
find out if you’ve been doing it, and if you are caught, you will fail the class. Bottom 
line: Cite your sources and don’t plagiarize. 
 
Grading Rubric 
There is no curve in this class, and if the work merits it, I would be thrilled to give each 
and every one of you an A. That being said, they are reserved for exceptional work and 
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class participation, and that is what you will need in order to earn one. 
 
A-level work is exceptional. An A paper does everything a B paper does, below, but also 
goes above and beyond. The distinguishing qualities of such a paper are the originality, 
clarity, and complexity of the argument; the depth and subtlety of the analysis; and the 
elegance of the prose. Most A papers take some real intellectual risks --for example, by 
advocating an interpretation that may be new, surprising, or controversial to readers. 
However, they also keep their analysis firmly grounded in the text and show how the 
author’s word choice and use of literary devices supports the student’s interpretation. 
 
B-level work is competent. It has a clear and arguable main idea, and the author 
maintains focus on this point. It addresses some of the complexities of the text -- for 
example, by exploring and responding to alternative interpretations. It uses appropriate 
supporting evidence, including quotations and original analysis, and any evidence from 
outside sources is cited and attributed correctly. The writing is free or nearly free of 
surface errors and infelicities of style (e.g., unnecessarily convoluted sentences). The 
author has a good sense of audience; the tone and level of detail are appropriate for 
academic writing. 
 
C-level work is promising but uneven. It is on topic, and the writer has some sort of 
argument and has made an attempt to muster appropriate supporting evidence.  
Information from outside sources is cited. However, the paper may be too general and 
lack specificity; it may substitute plot summary for analysis or fail to cite appropriate 
textual evidence (e.g., quotations). There may also be pervasive mechanical errors or 
stylistic problems that distract the reader from the author’s message. But by far the most 
common problem is that the author fails to make a real argument -- he or she plays it safe 
and makes claims that no reasonable person would disagree with, and hence readers are 
left wondering why the essay was written in the first place. 
 
D-level work is seriously flawed. Perhaps the essay does not meet minimal standards of 
college-level writing -- it lacks a clear point, evidence, and / or an organizing principle. 
Or, more often, it simply fails to engage in analysis:  it consists of plot summary and / or 
biographical or historical information, with the occasional quotation, but no real 
interpretation on the author’s part. 
 
Failing work does not meet the guidelines for the assignment or is plagiarized. 
 
Participation: Generally, a student with strong (A-level) participation does all of the 
following: 

• Attends class regularly. 
• Turns in writing responses that show engagement with the text. 
• Contributes substantively to class discussions, usually speaking up during every 

class period. Questions and comments show that the student has read the text 
closely and carefully. 

• Listens attentively and responds to other students’ comments. 
• Seeks help when appropriate, for example, by coming to office hours. 
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Students who do most of these things will earn a B. Students who do some of them -- for 
example, students who attend every class and are not disruptive, but rarely ask questions 
or contribute to class discussion -- will earn a C. Students who attend the minimum 
number of classes and are frequently unprepared or disengaged will earn a D or F. 
 
Scene Performances: In order to earn an A on your scene performances, you must 
provide a thoughtful and well-planned interpretation of the scenes you have chosen. You 
should know the text well enough that, even if you do require cue cards or scripts, you 
are not just standing up there and reading. Take this opportunity to be creative, to try out 
your own ideas about character motivation and thematic arcs, and don’t be afraid to 
highlight either comedic or tragic elements. The more interesting and entertaining you 
are, the better your grade will be! 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Course Requirements 
 
Grading Breakdown 
35% Research Paper 
5% Paper Proposal 
40% Response Papers and Othello review (9 x 4.4% each) 
10% Scene Performance 
10% Class Participation 
 
Response Papers 
There will be 2-3 discussion questions assigned for every play we cover. All students will 
be required to write a 400-600 word (1-2 page) response based on one of these questions, 
due on the final day we are scheduled to discuss that play. The secondary reading 
suggestions are just that -- suggestions. But they are also a good place to start if you’re 
having trouble coming up with a response or if you want to see what other critics have 
done with the same material. Please feel free to include additional material (biographical 
sketches, scholarly websites, etc.); just remember to cite it. 
 
I do not expect you to have a thorough interpretation, but your response paper should 
offer some kind of evaluation or analysis of the play. In other words, it should be more 
than simply random, unconnected thoughts. This assignment is designed to stimulate 
class discussion, and to help you remember the texts and generate paper ideas. These do 
not need to be polished essays, but please watch for spelling and grammar, and remember 
to cite any secondary sources. 
 
Response papers may be submitted via e-mail, but they must be in my inbox before class 
starts on the designated day. 
 



 5 

Othello Performance Review 
As part of this class, you will be attending a performance of Othello at the Folger 
Shakespeare Theatre in downtown Washington. A block of tickets has been purchased, 
split roughly equally between Wednesday November 9 and Thursday November 10 
(reservation details to follow). All students are required to write a short (1-2 page) review 
of this production, due on Tuesday November 15. Remember, a review is not a summary: 
you are expected to evaluate staging choices, performances, and interpretations. For some 
good examples of how to write theatre reviews, try The New York Times, The Guardian, 
The Washington Post, and DCist.com. The last two should have reviews of the same 
production that you are more than welcome to respond to if you’d like.  
 
Research Paper 
Students are required to write one major research paper for this class, of approximately 
3000-3500 words (8-10 pages). Papers must include at least four (4) pieces of primary 
contextual material and secondary criticism (in any combination). This can include either 
primary or secondary material used in class, and secondary criticism can be in the form of 
either books or articles. 
 
All papers must be typed, double-spaced, in 12-point font, and submitted in hard copy, 
with attached bibliography in proper MLA format. I will not accept electronic copies of 
research papers. 
 
Paper Proposal 
You must submit a one-page proposal for your final paper and list of at least two pieces 
of additional source material (primary or secondary) on Tuesday November 22. This may 
be submitted via e-mail. You are strongly encouraged to discuss your proposed topics 
with me before this date, either in office hours or by e-mail. 
 
Scene Performances 
All students will sign up on the first day of class to perform a scene of roughly 150 lines 
from one of the assigned plays. In order to ensure equal participation, all group members 
must have a major speaking role. If you cannot find a single selection of that length that 
incorporates all the members of your group, you may perform multiple, shorter scenes, or 
multiple versions of the same scene using different interpretations. 
 
On the final discussion day for each play, groups will perform their scene in front of the 
class. Be as creative as you like with settings, costumes, and casting. Memorization is 
encouraged but not required -- only make sure you are not just reading a script or note 
cards, but actually engaging with the text and performing it. There will be a short (5-10 
minute) Q&A session with the class after each scene performance, so be prepared to 
explain your choices! 
 
Each group must submit a 3-page analysis of their performance choices. This should 
explain why you chose that particular scene, and then address issues such as blocking, 
casting (i.e. double-casting, gender), and costuming, as well as the contributions of 
individual group members toward the performance as a whole. 
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Scene papers will be due the class period after the performance so groups can consider 
what they felt did or did not work. The only exceptions are the final two plays, which will 
need to be submitted to me electronically within three days of the performance due to 
holidays. As with all other assignments, you are encouraged to discuss your scene 
performance ideas with me beforehand in office hours or via e-mail. I am more than 
happy to provide suggestions for potential scenes. 
 
Note: Bonus points will be given to the group performing a scene from Titus Andronicus, 
due to the time constraints involved at the beginning of the semester. 
 
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Important Note: Topics of discussion may vary as the term progresses. If there are any 
changes to the syllabus, I will announce them in class and via e-mail. 
 
Week 1 
Thursday September 1 
In class: Introduction to Elizabethan drama; choose scene performance dates 
 
Week 2 – Titus Andronicus 
Tuesday September 6 
For class: Read Titus Andronicus, Acts 1-3; excerpt from Ovid, Metamorphoses 
(BlackBoard) 
 
Thursday September 8 
For class: Read Titus Andronicus, Acts 4-5; Response papers due 
In class: Scene performance for Titus Andronicus 
 
Week 3 – Richard III 
Tuesday September 13 
For class: Read Richard III, Act 1; 1 Henry VI, 5.2 and 3 Henry VI, 3.2 
 
Thursday September 15 
For class: Read Richard III, Acts 2-3 
 
Week 4 – Richard III, continued 
Tuesday September 20 
For class: Read Richard III, Act 4; 3 Henry VI, 1.4, 5.5 
 
Thursday September 22 
For class: Read Richard III, Act 5; excerpts from The True Tragedy of Richard the Third 
(BlackBoard); Response papers due 
In class: Scene Performance for Richard III 
 
Week 5 – The Merchant of Venice 
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Tuesday September 27 
For class: Read The Merchant of Venice, Acts 1-2; Excerpt from Il Pecorone 
(BlackBoard) 
 
Thursday September 29 
For class: Read The Merchant of Venice, Act 3 
 
Week 6 – The Merchant of Venice 
Tuesday October 4 
For class: Read The Merchant of Venice, Act 4; additional readings TBA 
 
Thursday October 6 
For class: Read The Merchant of Venice, Act 5; Response papers due 
In class: Scene performance for The Merchant of Venice 
 
Week 7 – Much Ado About Nothing 
Tuesday October 11 
For class: Read Much Ado About Nothing, Acts 1-2; Hays, ‘Much Ado and the Distrust of 
Women’ (BlackBoard) 
 
Thursday October 13 
For class: Read Much Ado About Nothing, Acts 3-4 
 
Week 8 
Tuesday October 18 
For class: Read Much Ado About Nothing, Act 5; Response papers due 
In class: Scene Performance for Much Ado About Nothing 
 
Thursday October 20 
For class: Read Twelfth Night, Acts 1-2; Sonnets 20, 26, 57, and 126 
 
Week 9 – Twelfth Night 
Tuesday October 25 
For class: Read Twelfth Night, Act 3-4 
 
Thursday October 27 
For class: Read Twelfth Night, Act 5; Response papers due 
In class: Scene performance for Twelfth Night 
 
Week 10 – Othello 
Tuesday November 1 
For class: Read Othello, Acts 1-2; Laurence Danson, ‘England, Islam, and the 
Mediterranean Drama’ (BlackBoard) 
 
Thursday November 3 
For class: Read Othello, Act 3 
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Week 11 – Othello, continued 
Tuesday November 8 
For class: Read Othello, Act 4; Excerpt from Cinthio, Gli Heccatomithi (BlackBoard) 
 
Wednesday November 9 
Performance of Othello at Folger Shakespeare Theatre, 7:30 PM 
 
Thursday November 10 
For class: Read Othello, Act 5; Response papers due 
In class: Scene performance for Othello 
Performance of Othello at Folger Shakespeare Theatre, 7:30 PM 
 
Week 12 – Antony and Cleopatra 
Tuesday November 15 
For class: Read Antony and Cleopatra, Acts 1-2; Excerpts from Plutarch (BlackBoard); 
Othello reviews due 
 
Thursday November 17 
For class: Read Antony and Cleopatra, Acts 3-4 
 
Week 13 – Antony and Cleopatra, continued 
Tuesday November 22 
For class: Read Antony and Cleopatra, Act 5; excerpts from other Plutarch treatments 
(BlackBoard); Paper proposals due; Response papers due 
In class: Scene performance for Antony and Cleopatra 
 
Thursday November 24 
NO CLASS (Thanksgiving) 
 
Week 14 – John Webster, The Duchess of Malfi 
Tuesday November 29 
For class: Read Webster, The Duchess of Malfi, Acts 1-2 
 
Thursday December 1 
For class: Read The Duchess of Malfi, Acts 3-4; Appendix 2 in Duchess, pp. 389-99 
 
Week 15 
Tuesday December 6 
For class: Read The Duchess of Malfi, Act 5; Response papers due 
In class: Scene performance for The Duchess of Malfi 
 
FINAL 
Friday, December 16 
Final research papers due in my mailbox (New North 306) before 12:00 noon. 


