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SYLLABUS  

All texts marked with * will be on OLAT. All other texts and films must be purchased individually. 
Please note that the syllabus may be subject to change.  

Preparatory requirements:  

- In preparation of the seminar all students must have read the excerpts of the book The Melodramatic 
Imagination by Peter Brooks.  

Requirements for the class: 

- All students must participate in at least one excessively performative reading in class (specifics will be 
explained in the first session). Neglecting to do a performative reading will result in a fail. 

- In accordance with the seminar topic’s transmediality we will also use transmedial tools (such as the 
audiovisual essay) for our analysis. 

- As part of the learning portfolio all students must participate in at least one excessively performative 
reading in class (specifics will be explained in the first session). Neglecting to do a performative reading 
will result in a fail. 

- The written essay must be handed in by September 1, 2020 as pdf (NO hard copies, NO Word-files). It is 
wise to use the class discussions to test your ideas for this written assignment.  

20.2. Introduction + Peter Brooks, The Melodramatic Imagination (Excerpts)*

27.2
Linda Williams, „Film Bodies: Gender, Genre, and Excess“* + „Melodrama 
Revisited“*

Excessive Families

5.3
Douglas Sirk, ALL THAT HEAVEN ALLOWS (film) + Thomas Elsaesser, „Tales of 
Sound and Fury“*

12.3. Douglas Sirk, IMITATION OF LIFE (film)

19.3. Sigmund Freud, “Family Romances“*

26.3. Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie (play)

Excessive Desires

2.4. Vincente Minnelli, THE COBWEB (film)

9.4. Jonathan Goldberg, Melodrama: An Aesthetics of Impossibility (Excerpts)*

EASTER BREAK

23.4. Patricia Highsmith, This Sweet Sickness (novel)

30.4. Tennessee Williams, Suddenly Last Summer (play)*

Excessive Rewritings

7.5. Todd Haynes: FAR FROM HEAVEN (film)

14.5. John Waters, POLYESTER (film) + Susan Sontag, „Notes on Camp“*

28.5. Rosa von Praunheim, DIE BETTWURST (film)
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Abstract: In the production notes to his 1944 play The Glass Menagerie the american author Tennessee 
Williams voices his dissatisfaction with realism and is in contrast calling for a radical and transformative 
expressionism in theatre which should also make use of different forms of media. It is these aspects of the 
non-realistic, the expressionistic exageration, as well as the transmedial transformation which lie at the heart 
of the melodramatic genre.  
As melodrama is often derided for its exagerated sentimentality, its heavy use of steroetyopes, as well as for 
its artifical visuals and unconvincing overacting this seminar will argue the opposite: It is precisely through 
these different forms of excess that melodrama develops a unique (and decidedly awkward) affective force. 
The excessive and awkward non-realism of melodrama is thus used to express a different and often 
surpressed form of psychic reality.  
Picking up on theoretical texts by Sigmund Freud, Linda Williams, Peter Brooks or Jonathan Goldberg and 
looking at plays by Tennesse Williams, novels by Patricia Highsmith and film melodramas by Vincente 
Minnelli, Douglas Sirk, Todd Haynes or John Waters we will analyze the melodramatic affects (and effects) as 
they are not only represented but actually constructed by different media. Furthermore, we will discuss the 
central role melodrama and particularly film melodrama has played in feminist discourse and in queer 
culture. Queer artists (such as Williams, Highsmith or Waters) as well as queer audiences have recognized in 
what Jonathan Goldberg calls melodrama’s „aesthetics of impossibility“ a metaphor for homophobia and 
supressed sexuality within a heteronormative society. It is also these forms of repression that the excesses of 
melodrama want to break with. 


