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INTRODUCTION

The number of approaches to the teaching of Shakespeare
probably equals the number of instructors who do the
teaching. The interdisciplinary/historical approach, which
fuses the study of Shakespeare with the study of English
history, is one that works exceptionally well. At our
institution, the course offers three credits of English and



three credits of history to both graduate and undergraduate
students.

The basic objective of the course is to return Shakespeare
to the context of English history from which he is too often
dislodged. Instead of seeing Shakespeare as a product of his
age or as one who holds the mirror up to the Elizabethan
society, instructors all too often concentrate attention only
on the play. While the play’s the thing, it is my belief that
one can give the play so much attention that one excludes
consideration of the age and of the view that the plays were
“intended for the stage,” not the line-by-line analysis that all
too often characterizes the teaching of Shakespeare. In our
approach (the course is team-taught with Professor Dale E.
Landon'), the departmentalized barriers between disciplines
are eliminated. The intent, instead, is to reconstruct the age,
to integrate, not fragment; to synthesize, not insulate. The
result is an understanding of the total milieu, which places
one in the interesting vantage point of being able to gain
more from reading the plays. A knowledge of English history
(with its dated ethics, unfamiliar societies, and complex
labyrinth of events and facts) enables one to understand the
plays more completely, especially those passages that are
obscure and difficult for modern audiences whose sensibility
is not Elizabethan. The process, happily, works in reverse: by
reading the plays, particularly the Chronicles, one is given a
dramatic representation and interpretation of significant
characters and events of English history, which are often
more vibrant and memorable than the historical accounts in
brown pages of dusty texts. Not that I care to slight history
books or historians’ abilities to weave historical fact into
informative, perhaps even entertaining, accounts. But I do
not think one would care to match a historian’s portrayal and
creation of character with Shakespeare’s.

This fairly intense study of English history also sheds some
light on that most complex enigma — Shakespeare the
dramatist. A historian is quick to point out that Shakespeare
was a dramatist and not a historian. While those of us in
English understand that view and are somewhat offended to

1Dr. Dale E. Landon is Professor of History at Indiana University of Pennsylvania.

could almost approach the play as a historian would, since
they had attained a knowledge of this Tudor king that far
surpasses the knowledge most literary students have. When
they confronted Shakespeare’s The Famous History of the
Life of King Henry the Eighth, they were knowledgeable of
Shakespeare’s process. If Shakespeare chose the dominant
episodes at the end of Richard II’s reign and really did not
need to make too many decisions on what would be included
in the play, he did not do so in his play on Henry VIIL
Shakespeare, in other words, deviated fairly little from actual
historical fact when he composed Richard II, simply because
he was working with only a three-year period and could
dramatize virtually all of the major events. In Henry VIII, on
the other hand, the events span a period of many years, and a
real selection process is obvious when one reads the play. All
of the events of Henry’s reign could not be encapsulated in
this play. Consequently, the study of the episodes which are
and are not included is most revealing of Shakespeare’s intent
and of his dramatic craft generally. Instead of approaching
this play as they do most plays (with a feeling that the
Inimitable Master had composed it, that one word could not
be changed, that the play itself exists as an entity that we
cannot imagine in any other form) they were acutely aware
of the method and artistry used by Shakespeare as he wrote
the play. They were able to see, or at least intelligently
speculate, what went through his mind as he wrote the play.
Some could cven imagine alternate methods of scene con-
struction. Truly it was as though we were able to watch him
at work, and while the process did not necessarily increase
our affinity with Shakespeare the man, it did increase our
understanding of Shakespeare the playwright. This apprecia-
tion and understanding were probably my greatest rewards,
proving the validity of the interdisciplinary approach and
suggesting the degree of insight that could be attained
through its use. Whereas historians, I should point out, have
ample knowledge of the factual background to Shakespeare’s
plays, they are not always guaranteed as extensive an
appreciation or understanding of Shakespeare’s dramatic
method, since they lack the knowledge of literary technique.
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be reminded of it, still we do not have benefit of understand-
ing what a historian actually means by the statement. We are
lacking the knowledge of Englisn history to see how
completely Shakespeare’s dramatizations do not equal his-
torical fact. A deeper look at the history, from a historian’s
eyes, acquaints students with the events of those bygone
ages. Armed with this knowledge, students are well prepared
to note and analyze Shakespeare’s deviations from historical
reality. With a little practice they even become sophisticated
enough to conjecture at times why Shakespeare might have
deviated from the sources, and gifted students might even
surprise the instructor by noting that Shakespeare’s modifi-
cations of historical sources fall into “patterns” that become,
if not predictable, at least familiar.

The vantage point also offers the students the singular
opportunity of getting closer to Shakespeare and watching
him compose a play. At times the students feel comfortably
situated, as if they were in a corner of Shakespeare’s study
watching him at work. The statement is admittedly hyper-
bolic, but it is also meaningful: when one has a solid grasp of
the history of a given era and of its key people, he is able to
understand an artist’s interpretive rendition of that period.
The characters of Richard II and Henry VIII are examples:
the students, who had made a fairly detailed study of
Richard II, were able to observe which historical episodes of
Richard’s reign Shakespeare included in his play. The
selection of some and the omission of other episodes indicate
a great deal about Shakespeare’s overall attitude toward
Richard II and about the development of major themes in the
play. This, in turn, gives the students a “feel” for Shake-
speare the dramatist. He becomes a bit more comprehensible
and tangible, not the distant genius surrounded by an
impenetrable fog.

The example of Henry VIII is even more illustrative. The
students had learned about this English monarch from the
history texts, my colleague’s lectures, their own background
reading, the movie ““Anne of a 1000 Days,” and especially
from the highly acclaimed British Broadcasting Company
production of “The Six Wives of Henry VIIL.” The students

Ronald G. Shafer — 5

It is not until one gets acquainted with the environs of
another discipline and of perceiving reality from a whole new
perspective that he is able to gain this appreciation. The
disintegrative tendency is strong in our pursuit of knowledge,
and this fusing of two cultures does not come easily. We are
conditioned to tear apart in highly specialized courses; as a
result, the job of putting pieces back together takes some
getting used to. One does not, moreover, acclimatize himself
instantly to the habitat and customs of a new discipline. The
resulting syncretism, however, readily compensates for ex-
pended energies.

With this statement of the mission of the course, I am now
able to speak of the place of the lecture series and its role in
helping us realize this objective. I brought to our campus six
Shakespeare authorities who lectured on various topics. The
talks were presented during the semester when the course was
being taught. I tried, first of all, to have the six lectures cover
diverse topics that would never become too specialized or
esoteric, nor too duplicative. I found that timing was
probably the single biggest consideration. The lectures, that
is, had to be made an integral part of what was happening in
the classroom and had to be presented in such a way that
they blended well with the chronological development of the
course. If we would not have insisted on such timing and
coordination with the entire course and its other special
programs,? then we would have burlesqued our own most
fundamental objective in the course, of making all the pieces
fit into a whole, for each of the presentations would have
been isolated talks that would not have been adequately
interwoven. As it was, I viewed the lecture series as an
opportunity to carry on the fusing of two separate disciplines
and to continue the reconstruction of those misty ages of the
past. Instead of being a series of loose ends, the lectures
became very vital threads in the fabric of the course which
provided the design for the whole. Those lectures are
reprinted in this book.

The first essay, by Professor Louis Marder, is entitled
“Shakespeare’s Survival: 1592—1976.” In this essay Dr.

2|n addition, the course featured a film festival of some 24 films, several exhibits,
an excursion, and an Elizabethan banguet.






