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Cop 2 
Give me l i f e . 

—Falstaff 

0 for a Muse of fire, that would ascent 
The brightest heaven of invention, 

A kingdom for a stage, princes to act. 
And monarchs to behold the swelling scene! 

—Henry V, prologue 

And in a stage plaie, the people knowe right well that 
he that plaieth the sowdaine, is percase a souter, yet 
yf one of acquaintaunce perchaunce of litle nurture 
should call him by his name v/hile he standeth in his 
maiestie one of his tourmetours might fortune breke his 
hed for marying the play. And so they saied, these mat
ters by kynges games, as it were staige playes, and for 
the most part plaied vpon scaffoldes, in whiche poore 
menne bee but lookers on, and they that wise be, will 
mdedle no ferther, for they that steppe vp with them 
when they cannot play their partes, they disorder the 
plaie and do theim selves no good. 

—Hall's Chronicle 

The play's the thing. 
—Hamlet 
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FOREWORD 

When trying to find a palatable explanation for his suggestions 

about the morality of the Elizabethan history play in his edition of 

Woodstock, A. P. Rossiter finally offered the follovang: 

in a world compounded largely of mistakes there is 
a certain virtue in definite and clear-spoken posi
tions even though the future may decide that they 
are largely wrong.1 

It is in that spirit that this study about the English history play 

has progressed. Even though no one enjoys taking absolute positions 

on controversial subjects, one must sometimes do so, especially if he 

is disturbed by the trend of the opinions which have preceded him. 

But, on the other hand, to avoid the appearance of arrogance, he 

thunders as quietly as possible, and all the v/hile hopes that his 

last will not be least. As with every "lohannes fac totum," I must 

also have my say. Whatever thematic or structural bias others have 

maintained, I hasten to acknowledge their vrorth, though I depart from 

some of their conclusions. Without their painstaking scholarship, I 

would have no new feathers vdth which to deck the subject. 

Presently, the most v/idely accepted studies of the English his

tory play have one thing in common for the reader: one gains little 

in perspective when choosing among them. All discuss artistic purpose 

A. P. Rossiter, V/oodstock, A Moral History (London, 1946), p. 1, 



in the history play in terms of the so-called Tudor view of history. 

In short, writers of Tudor drama are said to have promoted the same 

didactic purposes (whether religious or political) which writers of 

Tudor chronicles maintained. The immediate political situation and/or 

the world view of the age rate as source and subject for the inspira

tion of both historiographer and dramatist. In particular, the his

tory plays of William Shakespeare have been diagnosed, with slight 

variations, as carriers of the Tudor perspective by the foremost re

spected critics of his plays: E. M. W. Tillyard, Lily B. Campbell, 

and Irving Ribner. Their Tudor school of opinion dominates the stance 

taken by most Shakespearean editors today. 

Questioning, and sometimes openly opposing, the above view is a 

2 
school of opinion led principally by A. S. Caimcross and the late 

3 

Hardin Craig, although there are many others v/ho have expressed res

ervations of one kind or another: F. P. V/ilson, John R. Elliott, Jr., 

Herbert Howarth, Robert Omstein, James Winny, and Moody Prior, to 

mention a few. These men have all objected to the overriding impor

tance currently given to the place of didacticism in Shakespeare's 

histories, especially as it is represented by the Tudor school of 

theorists. They emphasize his dramatic perspective as an overlooked. 

2 
The position of A. S. Caimcross is best expressed in his New 

Arden editions of the Henry VI plays, and in an unpublished paper 
v/hich he read before the South-Central Renaissance Society in April 
of 1969. 

3 
"̂ See "The Origin of the History Play" by Hardin Craig, a seminal 

article which appeared posthumously in The Arlington Quarterly, I 
(Spring, 1968), 5-11. 
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but major, ingredient in the plays. They also propose that chronicle 

material and/or world view were merely grist for the mill of his 

theatrical purpose: to write a play which would sell, to clothe 

chronicle material in theatrical dress at a time when English history 

was on every Englishman's mind. The resultant patriotic tone in the 

histories is part of the atmosphere of the plays, but as by-product 

of the times, not as something consciously taught. 

One of the chief considerations of my own study has been that 

there clearly must be an identifiable difference betv/een a histoiy 

play and a play that merely contains or uses some history, but the 

number of plays which may be included under one of these two headings 

is immense. The relevant drama dates from the earliest hours of the 

fifteenth centuiy to over a hundred years later during the last years 

of the Jacobean period. There are few, if any, plays written during 

this period of England's national life which do not contain some polit

ical or historical background, whether English or not. Searching 

through this vast assortment of dramatic endeavor to locate the dis

tinct characteristics of any one genre can, therefore, be understandably 

discouraging. 

Irving Ribner lists a conservative (for him) estimate of seventy-

three plays which contain or use some history. These plays were then 

history plays for him. Writing over a half century earlier. Tucker 

Brooke was finally forced to arrange the plays which he felt could be 

classified as histories into five categories. In all, he counted about 

the same number of plays as Ribner and divided them into "fairly 

Vll 



distinct, though not mutually exclusive, classes." Other commentators, 

especially those who oppose the Tudor school, name only ten history 

plays, those of Shakespeare: 1_, 2_, and 3 Henry VI; Richard III; King 

John: Richard II; 1_ and 2_ Henry IV; Henry V; and Henry VIII, in the 

5 
order of their supposed composition. In their attempts to settle the 

Hydra-headed question of genre, most critics, like Ribner and Brooke, 

prefer to lump together all plays with any degree of political or 

chronicle content. This loose and hazy category is conveniently, 

thoiigh not consistently, called the history play. 

At some point, most descriptions of the type eventually mix it 

with tragedy or comedy and, thus, suggest that it is not distinct 

from them. The problem of ignoring the history as a genre, however, 

is complicated by the fact that in 1623 Heminge and Condell, Shake

speare's friends and first editors, arranged the First Folio of his 

dramas into "Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies." Almost everyone who 

notes the difficulty of classifying the English history play mentions 

this arrangement by Heminge and Condell, but denies that there is any 

generic significance to the three categories v̂ hich they used. Heminge 

and Condell did not consider the genre of the plays in the folio, or 

so most critics insist. To other commentators, this decision seems 

inconclusive. 

This present study offers a fresh look at the entire question 

^C. F. Tucker Brooke, The Tudor Drama (Boston, 1911), p. 303. 

The only variable in this list is the position of King John, 
which is sometimes dated earlier than or contemporary with the Henry 
VI plays. 

• • • 
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both of the existence of the English historĵ  play and of its exact 

limits as a dramatic kind. The studĵ  seeks to determine v/hether the 

history actually is an authentic genre, to define the exact nature of 

that genre, if it exists, and then to exclude from consideration in 

it all plays which belong in some other generic category. A by-product 

of the study will be to discover, if possible, whether Shakespeare's 

history plays are indeed true histories, or whether Heminge and Condell 

actually meant no generic distinctions by their "Catalogve." 

Part One surveys the question of genre and details v,rhat both 

modern and Elizabethan opponents and proponents have said about it. 

Then the study reviews the so-called Tudor concepts of history in 

their more salient points as those points directly pertain to the 

question of genre. 

Part Two examines the bare minimum requirements of a genre for 

the history play until an adequate and v;orkable definition becomes 

apparent. The definition attempts to locate that unique aspect of the 

history which marked it as a distinct dramatic genre in Tudor England 

and which justified the appellation "history play" for certain kinds 

of drama to Shakespeare's contemporaries. 

Finally, the last chapter of the second section glances at the 

question of origin by surveying the firsts argued by both the Tudor 

school of criticism and those who oppose that viev/. The conclusion 

reached for the whole study is that Shakespeare's Henry VI plays are 

indeed histories and that they should not be confused with any other 

Tudor genres. They are the exclusive originals of a new genre—the 

English history play. 

ix 



Whenever referral to Shakespeare's plays has been necessary, I 

have used the late Hardin Craig's edition of The Complete V/orks of 

Shakespeare (Glenview, Illinois, 1951; reprinted 1961). 



PART ONE 

THE QUESTION OF GENRE 



CHAPTER I 

THE PLAYS AS GENRE 

In his account of the crowning of Richard III, Edward Hall con

cludes by remarking that "these matters by kynges games, as it were 

staige playes." His v;ords evidence an awareness that the political 

arena is clearly theatrical in nature. It thrives on spectacle. Per

haps no other of man's activities presents itself quite as clearly for 

equation with the theatre as the acts (the drama, as it were) of men 

in political office. The attitudes and acts of a king in his official 

capacities are also games played before an audience of subjects, 

"lookers on" as Hall calls them. It is this public aspect of political 

2 

"matters" which makes them the especial subject of histoiy. One re

cent commentator on Shakespeare's history plays records a kindred 

observation by stating that the plays "present us as does no other 

3 
literary work with a panoramic spectacle of political man in action." 

Edward Hall, The Union of the Two Noble and Illustrate Famelies 
of Laneastre and Yorke (London, 1548), p. 374. Reprinted by Sir 
Heniy Ellis (London, 1809). 

^The term "matters" equates v/ith "stage plays," as Hall used it. 
See E. K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, Vol. IV (Oxford, 1923), 
p. 149: a note in the Revels Accounts reads, "'my Lord of Leicesters 
menne showed theier matter of Panecia.'" And, see pp. 196, 274. 

-̂ Moody E. Prior, The Drama of Pov/er (Evanston, Illinois, 1973), 

p. 13. 



Kynges games indeed! 

The mating of histoiy, chronicle material or contem.porary event, 

with drama has not been without problems for literary criticism. An 

especially thorny problem has been what to call the result. The many 

careful studies of the English history play in this centuiy, and par

ticularly in the past few decades, have repeatedly acknov/ledged its 

artistic worth; but what the distinctive marks of that worth are 

has not been so conclusively settled. Indeed, some of the m.ost in

fluential studies have treated the history play as a dramatic genre 

while, in fact or by implication, denying that it is one. Even those 

scholars who suggest that the genre exists, and who offer to define 

its boundaries, do not agree about its basic form. Although hints 

about its origin also appear in these works, that issue, too, is at 

present unresolved, and may not be resolved unless some of the rele

vant Tudor dramas can be dated with more certainty. 

In almost every study, when the subject of genre is raised, there 

is invariably a denial that the editors of Shakespeare's famous First 

Folio of 1623 meant an̂'- real literary distinction when they subdivided 

5 
the plays into "Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies." Most critics. 

M. M. Reese says, "we shall never all of us mean the same thing." 
The Cease of Majesty (New York, 1961), p. 75; Irving Ribner reports 
that Tucker Brooke "saw clearly the need for a definition of the his
tory play, but he could find none which fitted all he chose to call 
histories." See Ribner's The English Histoiy Play in the Age of 
Shakespeare (Princeton, New Jersey, 1957), p. 11. 

5 
See James V/inny, The Player King: A Theme of Shakespeare's 

Histories (New York, 1968), pp. 9-10, V/inny says that "the dramatic 
category devised for them by Shakespeare's editors does not represent 
such a difference of kind as exists between tragedy and comedy." 



however, either ignore the question of genre or give it only passing 

notice. Thus, an extended discussion of the English histoiy play as 

genre has not appeared. Here and there, a voice has suggested that 

something is missing in the study of the histories,'^ but only a few 

monographs and a chapter in a book or tvro have done much to resolve 

the issue. These studies, unfortunately, do not agree on specifics, 

something which (like the question of origin) may never be resolved 

to the satisfaction of everyone. 

The V/itness of Today 

The leading spokesman today for those who deny or doubt that the 

English history play can ever be defined as clearly separate literary 

genre is probably the late Irving Ribner. His books and articles on 

the subject have been appearing since 1952. In his studies, Ribner 

6 
E. M. W. Tillyard discusses the generic traits of history plays, 

but he refuses to defend them as a class. See his Shakespeare's 
History Plays (New York, 1946), p. 117. 

7 
For example, Lily B. Campbell says, "It is apparent that a 

broader survey of history as a dramatic genre is needed." See her 
Shakespeare's "Histories" (San Marino, California, 1947), p. vi. 

The most significant are Campbell's chapter, "What are 'Histo
ries '," in her Shakespeare's "Histories"; Hardin Craig, "Shakespeare 
and the Histoiy Play," Joseph Quincey Adams: Memorial Studies (Wash-
ington, 194B); Ribner, "The Tudor History Play: An Essay in Defini
tion," FMA, LXIX (June, 1954), 591-609; Ribner, The English History 
Play, chapter two, "The Emergence of a Dramatic Genre"; Craig, "The 
Origin of the Histoiy Play," The Arlington Quarterly, I (Spring, 
1968), 5-11; A. S. Caimcross, "The Origin of the English History 
Play," a paper presented at the South-Central Renaissance Society 
Conference, Arlington, Texas, April 25, 1969; and F. P. Wilson's 
posthumous essay, "The English History Play," in Shakespearean and 
Other Studies (Oxford, 1969), pp. 1-53. ~~ 



seeks to rid scholarship of unnecessary baggage such as the distinc

tion between the terms "chronicle play" and "histoiy." Surveying 

their past usage, he observed that "what a histoiy is and just hov/ a 

'chronicle' may differ from it is never made clear." In point of 

fact, Ribner says, there is no meaningful difference: the term 

"chronicle" is not helpful in deciding generic differences between 

plays like Henry V and Julius Caesar, although one is sometimes called 

a "chronicle" and the other a "history." the only point of difference, 

states Ribner, is subject matter: one uses English history and the 

other, Roman. He continues by declaring that 

it is ridiculous to make generic distinctions on 
the basis of the national origin of subject mat
ter. . . . Plays which deal with the histoiy of 
any country are history plays, and no other term 
is needed.10 

Ribner thus would outlaw the use of "chronicle," especially since 

the "formless, episodic drama" to v/hich it generally refers does not 

12 
exist, a point made earlier by A. P. Rossiter. Like Rossiter, Ribner 

Q 

Ribner, The English Histoiy Play, p. 5. 

Ibid., pp. 5-6. 

•̂ "̂ T. W. Baldwin refuses even to call them "histories." To him, 
Shakespeare's plays are either tragedies or comedies, period. See his 
On the Literary Genetics of Shakespeare's Plays (Urbana, 1959), p. 341. 

"'"̂ Rossiter remarked, "one way at least of composing a history-play 
in the XVIth Centuiy was to read chronicle with a preconceived or ready-
made moral in mind. This necessarily gave something quite different 
from the miracle-play method of episodic accretion, in which there need 
be no argument whatever. . . . 'The Chronicle-hi story-play' is, as far 
as the formative period of the early 1590's is in question, largely an 
academic myth raised by last century aversion to morals and politics." 
See Rossiter's V/oodstock, pp. 8-9. 



believes that Tudor playwrights places a veil of moral instruction 

over their chronicle sources, and thus, gave the events a thematic 

structure. It is this thematic structure, v/hich reveals the purpose 

or intention of the playwright, that alone distinguishes a history 

play from other types of drama. 

In another objection to past studies in the genre of the history 

play, Ribner advocates eliminating the notion that the history play 

13 

and tragedy are "mutually exclusive genres." On this issue, he has 

never wavered. His articles and books continually insist that histoiy 

and tragedy belong in the same camp. For the Elizabethans, he admon

ishes, "Histoiy was one of the classes of serious matter suitable for 

treatment in tragedy." Because he rejects the history play as a 

distinct literary genre, Ribner must use such expressions as "serious 

historical drama," "truthful tragedy," "true history play," "the his

tory play in its highest form," and "the first real English history 

play." All of these references are from just one monograph. In it 

•̂ R̂ibner, The English History Play, p. 26. 

•̂ Îbid.; also, see "The Tudor History Play: An Essay in Defini
tion," pp. 606-607; and "Afeirlov/e's Edward II and the Tudor Histoiy 
Play," EIH, XXII (December, 1955), 243. 

"*"̂ Ribner, "The Tudor Histoiy Play: An Essay in Definition," pp. 
594, 604, 608, and 609, respectively. All of these phrases are inter
esting (for one denying them a referent), but "highest form" is quite 
damaging to his thesis. I suppose he means something like "dramati
cally best structure"; but he, along with others, elsev/here insists 
that the history play cannot be classified by its dramatic form alone, 
since that form changes from play to play. Ribner adds, "far more 
important than form is the dramatist's intention" (Ibid., p. 592). 
Hardin Craig agrees with this last point, but avoids Ribner's equi
vocation by viewing the plays as genre ("Shakespeare and the Histoiy 
Play," Adams: Memorial Studies, p. 55). 



Ribner attempts to deny the genre, v/hile at the same time appealing to 

its existence; in fact, his title indicates that he will attempt to 

define the histoiy play. In his arguments, therefore, Ribner contin

ually appeals to its existence. He cannot consistently ignore the 

fact that it is a dramatic kind. 

He begins his book, for instance, by suggesting that the need to 

"define the Renaissance histoiy play as a distinct genre" is now im

perative. He apologizes for the limits v/hich he must place on his 

study, but offers the opinion that "There is . . . some jiistification 

for studying the English histoiy play as an independent phenomenon." 

He does not mean here that the history play i£ a distinct genre; 

rather, he means that for the purposes of his study he will treat it 

as one: "This study v/ill be concerned with but one part of the his

torical drama of the age of Shakespeare." The justification for 

Ribner is that he has to start somewhere, and he cannot start v/ith 

genre, or he would destroy his thesis that a histoiy play is a play 

which contains any amount of any of the history of any country. 

As a definition of a dramatic genre, it ought to be apparent at 

once that this characterization of the genre "history play" is meaning

less. There is little drama of the Tudor age (or any age?) which does 

not contain some historical source material. If Ribner is right, the 

Elizabethan history play can be generalized out of existence, and can 

just as well be forgotten. To confuse further his discussion of the 

genre, Ribner also insists that we remember that Elizabethans even 

16„.. 
Ribner, The English Histoiy Play, pp. 1-2, 6, 
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17 accepted myth, legend, and fairy tale as historical truth;^ thus, the 

history play can be based on fancy as well as fact."̂ ^ 

During the more than fifty years that separate Ribner's book from 

the early pioneer study by Felix Schelling,"̂ ^ with which Ribner so 

often disagrees, a revolution of sorts took place in Shakespearean 

scholarship. That period saw the publication of research which all 

but settled questions about the authenticity of the Henry VI plays of 

Shakespeare, and which began to question seriously, if not universally 

17 
Ribner says, "We must remember that much that we today consider 

mythical was considered historical matter by the Elizabethans. The 
legend of Brut is a case in point." See his "The Tudor Histoiy Play: 
An Essay in Definition," p. 595; and his chapter "Legendary and Anglo-
Saxon History" in The English Histoiy Play. 

l8 
I would say that the history'- play can contain some fancy, but 

that it cannot (or, rather, did not) concentrate on fancy. 

19 Schelling, The English Chronicle Play (London, 1902). 

20 
The specifics of that research are too detailed to report here, 

but any student of the controversy should, as one who indulges a mini
mum effort, consult the following works: A. W. Pollard's Shakespeare 
Folios and Quartos (London, 1909); and his Shakespeare's Fight with 
the Pirates and the Problems of the Transmission of His Text (Cambridge, 
1920); W. W. Greg's The Editorial Problem in Shakespeare (Oxford, 1942); 
J. S. Smart's Shakespeare: Truth and Tradition (London, 1928); Peter 
Alexander's Shakespeare's "Henry VI" and "Richard III" (Cambridge, 
1929); and his note, "Shakespeare, Marlowe's Tutor," TLS, April 2, 
1964, 280; Madeline Doran's "Henry VI, Parts II and III": Their Rela
tion to the "Contention" and'the "True Tragedy" (Iowa City, 1928); 
Herev/ard T. Price's "Construction in Shakespeare," University of Mich
igan Contributions in Modem Philology, XVII (l\fey, 1954), 1-42; W. J. 
Courthope's History of English Poetry, Vol. IV, "Appendix" (New York, 
1962); R. W. Chamber's The Jacobean Shakespeare and "Measure for Misas-
ure" (Freeport, New York, 1937); Leo Kirschbaum's "The Authorship of 
r-Hehry VI," FMLA, XLVII (April, 1952), 809-822; Irving Ribner's The 
English HTstoiy Play, pp. 92-95 and references; and A. S. Caimcross's 
New Arden editions of the Heniy VI trilogy (London, 1962 and 1964). 



doubt, hiarlowe's influence on Shakespeare. Included in this trend 

toward respectability for Shakespeare's works, was a similar ground-

swell of opinion and research which re-examined the critical, as well 

as the bibliographical, m.erits of history plays. Toward the end of 

this period, a few scholars began to return to some of Schelling's 

ideas about the histoiy play as genre. Tentatively at first, then 

more boldly, they began to acknowledge that it deserved generic status, 

During the last two decades or so, if the school of opinion influenced 

by Tillyard, Campbell, and Ribner can be excluded for the moment, the 

old concept that the histories were indeed a unique literary type has 

increasingly gained favor. MDst of the more recent articles and books 

about the history plays comment v/ith approval on that trend. 

Since the book by Schelling more or less initiated this new, but 

21 
old, viev/point, his statements about the histoiy play deserve some 

rehearsal here. In a reviev/ of the scholarship devoted to the histoiy 

plays during the first half of this century, Harold Jenkins lists 

Schelling's The English Chronicle Play as the "first elaborate attempt 

22 

to trace the development of the type." After they were all but for

gotten because of critical bias and neglect during the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, the histories again received critical attention 

upon the publication of Schelling's book in 1902. 

21 
It is solely to Schelling's concept of the history play as genre 

to which I am referring, not to his ideas about its episodic and 
strictly chronological nature. 

Tlarold Jenkins, "Shakespeare's History Plays: 1900-1951," Shake
speare Survey, VI (London, 1953), 2. 



I 
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Schelling considered the history play, or as he named it, the 

"Chronicle Play," to be a definite genre and to have a native English 

origin; and he believed that it attained its final form and content 

during the rising tide of patriotism after the defeat of the Spanish 

Armada, a point v/hich E. M. W. Tillyard later disputed.̂ -̂  For Schel

ling, the histoiy play was essentially a national epic. As a result, 

its content had to consist of material derived from the national chron

ical annals and presented in episodic and strictly chronological 

24 
fashion. William Dlnsmore Briggs, who v/rote a dissertation which 

he later published a decade after Schelling, also viev/ed the form as 

25 
essentially episodic and nondidactic. 

Among the others who have acknowledged the type to be an authen

tic genre are Tucker Brooke, v/ho admits that in practice it is always 

treated as one and v/ho defines it as "an episodic, disintegrated pag-

eant." He agrees with Ribner, hov/ever, though vrriting over fifty 

years earlier, that strict definition of its nature in "differentia

tion . . . from those plays on historical subjects v/hich follow the 

more conservative rules of comedy or tragedy is a task approaching 

27 
impossibility." On the other hand, both Campbell and Alfred B. 

^\illyard, Shakespeare's History Plays, pp. 119-120. 

'̂̂ Schelling, The English Chronicle Play, pp. 16-18, 49-51. 

^^W. D. Briggs, Marlowe's "Edv/ard II" (London, 1914), pp. xxi-xxii. 

^Srooke, The Tudor Drama (Boston, 1911), pp. 297, 345, and 198. 

'̂̂ Ibid., p. 297. 
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Harbage attempt to separate history plays as types of drama from trag-

, . 2 8 
edies. 

Into this controversy about whether histories are really a subset 

of tragedies and/or comedies, Ivladeline Doran adds her belief that the 

histories were "Important as a class competing for public interest 

with tragedy and comedy. . . . " She also explains that, "though it 

developed as a form distinct from tragedy, it also provided for Mar-

29 

lov/e and Shakespeare an important proving ground for tragedy." 

In a lengthy essay on this issue, John R. Elliott, Jr., demon

strates how the "distinctive esthetic features" of the history play 

clearly isolate it from "the normal structure of Shakespearean tragedy"; 

in fact, in Richard II, long considered an example of historical tragedy 

by Ribner and others, the usual principles which identify a tragedy 

I 
« 

are "modified to accommodate a dominant p o l i t i c a l theme. ,,30 Robert 

Omstein adds a further observation. In his recent book, he wonders 

28 
See Campbell, Shakespeare's "Histories" (San Marino, 1947), pp. 

16-17; and Harbage, As They Liked It (1947; reprinted. New York, 196l), 
pp. 123-125. 

Madeline Doran, Endeavors of Art; A Study of Form in Elizabe
than Drama (Madison, Wisconsin, 1954), p. 112. 

^^John R. Elliott, Jr., "History and Tragedy in Richard II," 
Studies in English Literature, VIII (Spring, 1968), 253. Elliott does 
not mean by "political theme" that Shakespeare was teaching specific 
political doctrines; rather, he means that the play concerns political 
events as opposed to other kinds of events. S. C. Sen Gupta also sees 
the form as the artistic (dramatic) presentation of history "aesthet
ically rather than philosophically." Sen Gupta elsewhere declares 
that Shakespeare "presented every point of viev/ for its dramatic sig
nificance rather than for its doctrinal value." See his Shakespeare's 
Historical Plays (Oxford, 1964), pp. 3, 18. 
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"v/hy Shakespeare seems at times less certain a cr:-:.risnic!ji in this genre 

[the history play] than in his comedies and tragedies." 

F. P. V/ilson is a rather special case, for he generally assmr.es 

the existence of the type, but never directly mentions ix as a genre. 

Throughout a long essay on the subject published after his deatn, 

however, he attempts to define what its boundaries actually are. ̂' 

In a remarkably daring statement written m.uch earlier (1953), Wilson 

asked; "[V/]hen we look for these early chronicle plays v/ritten before 
I 

the Armada, where are they? . . . for all we know there were no ] 
\ 

popular plays on English history before the Armada and . . . Shake- ]' 
33 -

speare may have been the first to write one." Here is not only an 'j 
attemiot to eliminate "chronicle" as a critical term, but also an open 

N 
admission that "history" i s such a unique dramatic form tha t there v/as J 

| i 
none u n t i l Shakespeare wrote h i s . Baldv/in, as noted above, was even 

more emphatic: he wanted to e l iminate "h i s to ry" as well as "chronic le" 

from cons ide ra t i on and t o r e f e r t o the h i s t o r y plays as merely t r a g e -

34 dies o r comedies. 

Orns te in , A Kingdom for a Stage: The Achievement of Shakespeare ' s 
His to ry Plays (Cambridge, IfRSs., 1972), p . 1. 

^ S / i l s o n , "The English His tory P lay , " pp. 1-53. 

-^-^Wilson, I.^arlowe and the Ear ly Shakespeare (Oxford, 1953), pp. 105, 
108. Conipare M. U. Reese 's conments i n h i s The Cease of I /a jes ty , pp. 
74-75. 

^^T. W. Baldwin, On the L i t e r a r y Genetics of Shakespeare ' s Plays 
(Uroana, I l l i n o i s , 1959), p . 341. See page f ive above. 

http://assmr.es
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As early as 1948, Hardiii Craig began to quesvicn cor.tenporary 

opinion about history plays. He himself v/as begiiining to view them 

as legitimate dramatic types, and to believe that once they are thus 

designated one m.ust also admit that "there is no available criterion 

[for them] until plays began to deal actually and faithfully with 

35 
history." Twenty years later, he balked not at all in ascribing to 

the histor;̂ '- play the status of genre: he said, "The form v,-as and has 

been recognized for v/hat it is. The form was regarded as a separate 

.. n36 
genre 

guilty party." 

He assigned the role of its creator to Shakespeare, "the 

37 

For his contribution to the debate over whether the plays are 

actually tragedies or some other dramatic genre long in existence but 

now given a new face, Craig seems to lean toward Ribner's viev/point: 

the distinction betv,̂ een com.edy and tragedy seem.s 
not to apply to the histoi^^ play and never has 
. . ., since elementally history plays may be 
either comi.c or tragic in significance and still 
be history plays, just as hrnnan lives may be.38 

Actually, though Craig differs from Ribner. Craig is insisting that, 

even though a history play may contain some tragic or comic elem.ents, 

that material does not necessarily make it fundamentally a tragedy or 

M 

'J 

-^^Craig, "vShakespeare and the History P lay , " p . 56. 

36 Craig, "The Origin of the History Play," p. 5. 

37-
Ibid̂ ., p. 10 and passii;.. 

^^Ibid. 
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a comedy. 

Perhaps the most determined advocate of the plays as genre and of 

Shakespeare as their originator is A. S. Caimcross 39 He, lil:e Rib

ner, would not oppose eliminating the term "chronicle" from discussion 

of the histories; but, unlike Ribner, he considers the tragic and/or 

comic elem.ents in the plays to be mere incidentals ("superficial in-

40 

fluences," as Schelling called some other matters). Caimcross be

gan publishing his remarks as early as 1962, v;hen his IJev/ Arden edi

tions of the Henry VI plays appeared. In The First Part of King 

Henry VI (1962), he v/astes no time in taking- the no-genre school to 

task: he praises Shakespeare for his 

m.anipulation of a mass of difficult chronicle 
material . . . into a grand design and part of 
a still grander tetralogy; the construction of 
a nev/ type of drama. This is the dram.a of Eng
land—not a tragedy, and therefore without a 
hero, even Talbot—which is concerned v/ith the 
external and political rather than the subjec
tive and personal, and which vEiries in style 
and treatment with the variation of the matter, 
from the prosaic, artificial, or rhetorical to 
the idyllic, pastoral, or tragic. Viewed in 
this light, most of the alleged inconsistencies 
and shortcomJ.ngs of 1 Henry VI vanish or take 
on a nev/ significance.'̂ -̂  

IS 

4i 

i 

-̂ T̂he mDst complete presentation of the perspective about genre 
and origin which Caimcross has is unfortunately not presently pub
lished. It is a paper, "The Origin of the English History Play," pre
sented at the South-Central Renaissance Society Conference, Arlington, 
Texas, April 25, 1969. 

40 Schelling, The English Chronicle Play, p. v. 

'^-^Caimcroos, "Preface," The First Part of King Henry VI, New 
Arden Edition (London, 1962; reprinted 1969), p. vii. 



1̂ -J 

Caimcross concludes the introductory material to his edition v.lth 

the topical comm.ent that "Greene spoke more truly tli-i he knew v/hen 

he called Shakespeare 'the onely Shakes-scene in a countrey. ' ""̂ ^ 

The Tudor V/itness 

Of utmost importance .'n detemiining v/hether a genre does or does 

not exist is the attention which it received during itc heyday, or 

during the period in which it first appeared. Hamtlet instructs the 

First Clown with a gî ave admonition: 

We must speak by the card, or equivocation will 
undo us. 

Hamlet V.i.148-149. 

Since the history play first began to receive attention during the 

Elizabethan age, any study of the type should shov/ hov/ tlie Elizabe

thans themselves viev/ed it. There is ample evidence that they did 

think of the history as a legitimate dramatic genre and that they had 

definite ideas about its basic characteristics. 

Until recently, hov/ever, most modern critics have not been v/illing 

to concede that the Elizabethans acknov/ledged a dramatic kind v/hich 

they called a histor;̂ .̂ Irving Ribner is a case in point. In 1954, 

he suggested that "There is little evidence that Elizabethans them-

43 
selves conceived of h is tory as a separate dramatic genre." The next 

year, hov/ever, " l i t t l e " evidence becomes ''no" evidence, and he further 

\ 

42 Ib id . , p. I v i i . 

43n. Ribner, "The Tudor History Play," p. 591 
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advises that "currenc critical cisxinctions between histors^ ai:d trag

edy as dramatic genres are meaningless and urjiecessary."'̂ '̂  

Iv'y research, on the other hand, convinces me that the Tudors in 

Snakespeare' s day were very much aware of genre, and of genres other 

than just tragedy, comedy, or even history-. One such example of 

their awareness occurs in almost all other studies of the history 

play, though it is always discounted by those v.-ho place histories 

v/ith tragedies to avoid admitting that the history is a separate cate

gory. The first collected printing of Shakespeare's plays, the First 

Folio of 1623, provides an early indication of the contemporary view 

of the histoi^^ as something other than tragedy or comedy, in effect, 

as a genre in its own right. 

By itself, Heminge and Condell's division of Shakespeare's plays 

into "Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies'' carries little v/eight, as 

other v/riters have surmised, but their division is not by itself. As 

we shall see, Ribner is clearly wrong about there being "little" or 

'J 

I 

"no" evidence, and he is not alone. The "Catalogve" in the First 

Folio is practically the only evidence cited by most studies of the 

45 
histories. Too little has been made of the fact that Heminge and 

'̂ '̂ Ribner, "Aferlowe's Edward II and the Tudor History Play," ELH, 
XXII (Decem.ber, 1955), 243. 

'^^Objecting to the "Catalogve," Ribner declares that "the Eliza
bethans made no sharp distinction betv/een tragedy and history as 
dramatic t̂ -pes." See his "Shakespeare and Legendarj^ History," Shake
speare Quarterly, VI (Spring, 1956), 47. His note at this reference 
explains that "Francis J'.'eres, for instance, in his Palladis Tamia 
listed among the tragedies'; King John, Richard II, Richard III, and 
the Henry IV plays." No one today labels the Henry IV plays as 
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Condell v/ere Shakespeare's business partners and acting companions. 

Certainly they knew the bard's mind better than do our distant guesses 

Far from being inattentive to their task, the evidence show 

they v.ere acting on the basis of precedent. '.Ve know, for example, 

that Shakespeare him.self speculated about genre. He put xhe following-

analysis into the mouth of Polonius: 

The best actors in the world, either for tragedj^, 
comedy, history, pastoral, pastoral-comical, 
historical-pastoral, tragical-historical, tragical-
comlcal-historical-pastoral, scene individable, or 
poem unlimited: Seneca cannot be too hea\y, nor 
Plautus too light. For the law of writ and the 
liberty, these are the only m.en. 

Hamlet II.ii.415-420. 

At the very least, the plays'/right and his first editors exhibit a 

passing acquaintance v/ith the subject of genre, if not a striking 

tragedies. On that basis alone, Meres's classification is suspect. 
But, in his Literaiy Genetics (p. 341 )j T. \V. Baldv/in agrees v/ith Rib
ner about Meres. It is readily apparent, since so many critics in 
this century have used Meres to support their ideas, that if Meres is 
an isolated v/itness, and if v/e are going to accept the Elizabethans 
as witnesses, the case for a history genre is lost; but, in fact. 
Meres is not an isolated voice. 

For additional comments on the three-part listing in the First 
Folio, see V/ilson ("The English History Play," p. 2), who states that 
Heminge and Condell were "not making subtle distinctions betv/een the 
kinds of drama"; and Winn;̂ ^ (The Player King, p. 10), v/ho sumraarizes 
m.odern critical opinion that "By classifying a play as a History they 
did no more than indicate its subject-matter very broadly, offering no 
opinion on the viev/ of life v/hich it presented." In a related comment, 
though not about the histories, A. P. Rossiter (Angel with Horns and 
Other Shakespeare Lectures. New York, 1961, p. 277) insists that "If 
we disregard his editors, and admit that vShakespeare does not separate 
the 'tragic' and 'comic', then v/e see at once that his comedy is 
largely built of contrasts of tone." To most critics, Rossiter's 
attem.pts to merge tragedy"" and comedy together v/ould be as unacceptable 
as their own attempts to merge tragedy and history ought to be to 
them; either notion makes the idea of dramatic genre m.eaningless. 

M 

'J 

I 
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agreement. If Shakespeare wrote "tragedy, comedy, his-^ory, pastoral," 

and so forth, and if, in a comjnemonative volume of his v/orks, his 

friends divided his dramas into "Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies," 

is there not a notable, even a roinarkable, similarity? It is neces

sarŷ  to explain away this similarity only when one is embarrassed by 

the v/ay that it exposes the weaknesses in his own thesis. 

In addition to the awareness of a variety of dramatic genres 

v/hich the v/ording of Shakespeare and the listing of Heminge and Con

dell indicate about the Elizabethan's concept of dramatic genre, 

there exists in other Tudor and Jacobean documents, including official 

acting compruny authorizations, in the dram.a of Shakespeare's conter.-

poraries, and in the speculations of literal̂ '- theorists of the period 

much supplem.entary evidence. Distinctions like those found in Hamlet 

and in the First Folio abô ond in extant literatui'-e (in the broadest 

sense) of the day. 

One such telling example is available in a docum̂ ent v/hich licenced 

Shakespeare's company as the King's Men on M̂ iy 19, 1603. This paper, 

v.tiich transformied the Chamberlain's Men into the King's Men after the 

death of Queen Elizabeth and soon after the ai-rival of Jam.es in Eng

land, permits the players 

freely to vse and excercise the Arte and Faculty 
of playinge Comiedies, Tragedies, histories, En-
terludes, rooralls, pastoralls, Stageplaies, and 
Suche others like as theie haue alreadie studied 
or hereafter shal vse or studie, . , . A^ 

I 
i 
t 

I-

^ See Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, II, 208. Lest som.eone de
clare that there is some sig^.ificance to the lower case 'h' in "his
tories," three lines later the docum.ent reads, "And the said Coi:n.edies, 

http://Jam.es
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This list of dramatic genres is fairly coir.vor., and each of the>;c dra.rp.a-

47 
tic classes has a stage histoid' in the theatre of the period. Fou^ 

of the genres listed are of special interest: "Comedies, Tragedies, 

histories, . . ., pastoralls" almost invariably head Tudor and Jaco

bean lists. They are undoubtedly the chief genres of Tudor drama. 

The patent of the King's Men adds considerable weight to the no

tion that Shakespeare and his fellow actors v/ere indeed av/are of his

tory as a dramatic kind with its ov/n special character. Ribner tells 

us that the av/areness did not exist; but, once v/e examine the relevant 

material of the age v/ithout bias, it becomies apparent at once not only 

that histories v/as a recognized genre, but also that each of the other 

items in the above list v/as widely recognized as genre. Furthermore, 

the Jacobean document, v/hich we have been discussing, involved the 

v/elfare of the very company to v.hich Shakespeare, Heminge, and Condell 

i 

tragedies, and histories, Enterludes,/MDrralles, Pastoralls, Stage-
playes, and suche like. . . . " Few, if any, distinctions in spelling 
or in the use of upper case v/ere made by the composers of these early 
documents. 

'̂ '̂ For example, see p. 187 in the above source for a similar list. 
V/ith the exception of tragedy, the same list appears in an authoriza
tion v/ritten for one of the Boy's Companies (see page 68 in Chambers). 

References to and discussions of these various kinds of drama can 
be found in several recent studies, although mv.ch work in the area of 
Elizabethan dramatic genres still needs to be done: for "Enterlude," 
see Allardyce Nicoll's essay, "Tragical-Comical-Historical-Pastoral: 
Elizabethan Dramtic Nomienclature," Bulletin of the John Rylands 
Librar-/, XLIII (1960-1961), 77-79; for "morall," see Nicoll, pp. 76-
77^ and" see Marvin T. Herrick's Tragicomedy (1955; reprinted, Urbana, 
Illinois, I960), p. 217n; for "pastorall,'^ see Hallett Smith's Shake
speare's Romances (San Marino, California, 1972) and David Young's 
Thelieart's Forest (London, 1972); for "Stageplaie," see Nicoll, pp. 

75-79. 
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belonged. Though it w;-s penned twenty years before the printing of 

the First Folio, Heminge and Condell m.uit have been aware of its con-

tents; therefore, their ovvn division of the plays into sirilar t̂ noe? 

is consistent with v/hat they were accustom.ed to thinking. 

In a similar instance in December, 1603, the AdTn:iral's Men cair̂  

under the protection of the new Prince, and v/ere thereafter knov/n as 

the Prince's Players. V/hen they were granted formal licencing in 

1606, the patent read: "Coramedies, Tragedies, Histories, Enterludes, 

49 

Moralls, Pastoralls, Stageplayes, and such other like. . . ." Aside 

from the other interests that the above two patents mi.ght have for 

students of the Elizsibethan theatre, they aid in substantiating the 

fact that dramatic genres v/ere recognized by licencing officials dur

ing the Tudor period. Other support can be presented to reinforce 

that conclusion. There is, in fact, substantial confirmation for the 

theses of V/ilson, Craig, and Caimcross that there are no earlier 

histories than those by Shalcespeare. 

For example, v/hen E. K. Chambers reports that Elizabeth sanctioned 

the licencing of the Earl of Leicester's Men in M^y, 1574, "to vse. 

i 

It is even possible, though not ascertainable, that the com.pany 
aided in the preparation of this list for the king's official, either 
at this time or perhaps earlier in Elizabeth's reign. 

'̂ Ĉham.bers, II, 186-188. Again, three lines later, the list reads 
"Cont-nedies, Tragedies, histories, Enterludes, Moralls, pastoralls, 
stageplaies, and suche like. . . . " They are again listed when this 
company is transferred to trie patronage of Jam:es's son-in-law in Jan-
u:iry, 1612-13. The patent appears in a publication edited by W. C. 
Hazlitt (The English Drama and Stage Under the Tudor and Stuart Princes, 
1543-1664. Bath, 1832, p. 45T See Haslltt, aJ.so, for other such 
^rarisactfons: pp. 50-52, 57-59 and passim. 
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^ Ucmedies, Trag exercise, and occupie the arte and faciiltye of playen.ge 

edies, Enterludes, stage playes, and such other like . . .," the 

omission of "histories" must surely supply some credence to a belief 

that it was unknov/n at the time. In another notable instance of the 

omission of the term., in April of 1593, the Privy Cô ancii granted to 

the Earl of Sussex's Men "an open v/arrant for the plaiers . . . to 

51 
exercyse theire qualitie of playinge com.edies and tragedies. . . . " 

Here the absence of "histories" may m.ean l) that Sussex's Men had no 

other types of drama in their repertoire, 2) that com.edy and tragedy 

(as sometimes appears likely) were listed alone m.erely because they, 

as the oldest and most commonly recognized genres, could be made to 

represent all dramatic types, or 3) that the licencing officials knew 

of no other genres at the time. Available references to the genres of 

the day tend to support the latter; in fact, in the 1570's and 80'o, 

the big three in drama apparently were only comedies, tragedies, and 

interludes. For example, the following order issued on December 6, 

1574, restrained "Dramatic Exhibitions" by listing them: "Be yt en

acted by the Authoritie of this Comen Councell, that from hence forthe 

no playe, comodye, tragidie, enterlude, nor publycke shewe shalbe 

th 
openlye played or shewed v/ in the liberties of the Cittie. . . . 

,52 

50 Chambers, II, 87. 

51 Ibid., p. 94. 

^ H a z l i t t , Engl ish Drama and Stage, pp. 27-28 and passim. Other 
e a r l y references"wTiTch omit' " h i s t o r y , " and t h e i r r e spec t ive da t e s , in
clude the fol lowing: "Commody, Tragidye, ente-r-lude, nor publycke 
shewe" (1574) in Chambers, IV, 274-275; and "Comedies, Tragedies , 

I 
i 
•m 

3 
•I 

<.< 
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The references here and above to the genres arc as clear in their 

revelation of v/hat Tudor officials considered to be the dramatic cypes 

in their day as they are conspicuous in their omission of "history," a 

type v/Mch had evidently not yet appeared. 

By 1596, hov/ever, a startling change had taken place. In that 

year, and for the first extant occasion, "histories" appears in an 

official document. The occasion v/as a petition by the Lord Chamber

lain's Ven, Shalcespeare' s company, to the Queen's Privy Council for a 

continuance of their licence to perform at the Blackfriars. The com

pany gently reminded the Council that "the Blackfriers . . . hath 

beene for Manie yeares used and occupied for the playing of tragedies, 

53 
commodies, histoires, enterludes, and playes. Prior to the pre

sentation of this petition by Shakespeare's company to the Priv;̂ ^ 

Council in 1596, the genre "histories" occurs in no Elizabethan docu-

m.ents, Furtherm.ore, the term continues to appear after that date, 

v/here it also did not appear before, in documents unrelated to Shake

speare's compariy. The Children of Bristol, for examiple, received a 

licence in 1615 under the patronage of Queen Anne "to vse and exercise 

the arte and qualitie of playinge Com.edies, histories, Enterludes, 

54 
Moralles, Pastoralles, Stageplayes, and such other like. . . . " 

i 

iS 

3 

Enterludes or what other sliov/es soever" (l58l) in Chambers, IV, 286. 
Note that these are all earlier than the 1589-1590 dates at v/hich most 
scholars now place the earliest of the history plays v/ritten by Shake-
spears . 

^%azlitt, pp. 36-37. 

54 Chambers, II, 68. 
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If a conjecture mdght be permitted here, it seems that once the 

official patenting agent changed his format for the Chamberlain's M-r., 

perhaps under the direction of Shakespeare, Tleiningc, and Condell, ho 

kept that new form.at for all other companies as well, v/hether those 

companies possessed "histories" in their repertoire or not. 

Like Goirments upon the adult companies, discussions of the boy 

companies and their patents, as reported in Chambers, contain no m«en-

tion of histories earlier than the year 1596. After that date, the 

terms "histories" or "histor;̂ ,̂ " as referents to a knov/n genre, also 

begin to appear in other Elizabethan dramatic sources, the plays them

selves. 

In the 1596 petition to the Priv;>' Council, Shakespeare's com.pai.y 

reported that the type had been performed "for M?jiie yeares," but we 

have no references to it in official docum.ents. V/e do knov/ that Shake

speare began to v/rite for the stage dijring the early 1590's, perhaps 

as early as 1588-1589. His first history plays, as v/ell as his ear

liest comedies and tragedies, can be dated from those early dates. 

It appears that in the m̂ aiden efforts of his career he tried his hand 

at all three dram.atlc t;)̂ -̂̂ ^ and—more importantly--that he possibly 

initiated one of them. 

The em.ergence of "histories" as a designation for a dram.atic genre 

in Tudor documents, then, enters the scene sometime near the period in 

v/hich Shakespeare became a respected dramiatist. At about that sam.e 

timie, m.oreover, there is a rem.ark which further aids in locating the 

X 
i 

• I 

M 

poiiit a t v/hich Elizabethans became conscious of the h i s tory as 



a genre. There is a little conversation in a critical wor> hy John 

Florio (Second Fruits, 1591),^^ which is most revea]ing: 

G. And then after dinjaer v/e will go see a play. 
H. The plays that they play in England are not 

right comedies. 
T. Yet they do nothing else but play every day. 
H. Yea, but they are neither I'ight comedie.3, nor 

right tragedies. 
G. How v/ô jld you nam̂ e them, then? 
H. Representations of histories, without any 

decorum. 

This reference is significant not only because it nam.es the history 

as a kind of play, and thus indicates that at least some Elizabethans 

v/ere av/are of it, but also because it tells us sometliing about how 

the nev/ genre v/as first described, information v/hich v/ill aid us later 

in deterr.iining v/hat characteristics the Tudors believed it to have. 

Of the information v/hich is currently available on the Elizabe

than dram.atic genres, perhaps the most convincing is the cor.ment on 

the types v/hich is preserved in the extant dramas themselves. Here, 

again, mention of the genre occurs only after 1596. In the Induction 

of John Mansion's V.̂ at You V/ill (c. 1601; printed 1607), a discussion 

about the genre takes place between some characters: 

Atti./ . . . v/hat's the plaies name? Phy. V.hat 
you y/ill./Dor. 1st Commiedy, Traged;>̂ , Pastorall, 
MprallV Nocturnal or/HistoriF! Î hy. Faith per
fectly neither, but euen V/hat you v/ill, a slight/ 
toye, lightly composed, to swiftly finisht, ill 
plotted, v/orse writ-/ten, I feare me v/orst acted, 
and indeed V;hat you will. 56 

i 
•it 

i 

^'^Florios Second Frutes (London, 1591), p . 23, as noted in i larvin 
T. H e r r i c k ' s Tragicomedy, pp. 215-216. 

56 
'̂  Readex Ivlicroprint, Three Centur ies of Draira: Engl ish 1500-1641 

(New York, 1966). 

http://nam.es
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For another example, one can turn to The Captaino (I613) by Joni. 

Fletcher, which again features a contemporary drair.atist acknowledging 

the existence of the history as a dramatic kind: 

To please you with this Play, we feare will be 
(So does the Author too) a mystery 
Somev/hat above our Art; For all menu eyes, 
Ears, faiths, and judgements, are not of one size. 
For to say truth, and not to flatter ye. 
This is nor Comedy, nor Tragedy, 
Nor History, nor any thing that raa,y 
(Yet in a v/eeke) be made a perfect Play: 

57 
• • • • 

The most celebrated of such references in the drama of Shake

speare's day is the anonymous play A V/arning for Fa ire V/omen (1599). 

It is frequently cited in works about the history play, and its Induc

tion has caused considerable consternation among those critics who, 

like Ribner, viev/ the history as an almost indistinct dramatic type. 

In his book, for example, Ribner suggests that "The famous Induction 

to A V/aming for Fair V/onen (1599) . . . tells us som.ething about 

ti-agedy but does nothing to define the history play. .^^ It is true 

that the opening lines of the play tell us little about history as a 

59 
genre, but they do tell us som.ething. Vore importantly, they indicate 

''The Prologue," The Dramatic V/orks in the Beaumont and Fletcher 
Canon, Vol. I (Cambridge, 1966), p. 551. 

^Ribner, The English History Play, p. 6 and passim; see, also, 
"The Tudor History Play," pp. 591, 604. Compare R. Coirpton Rhodes, 
Shakespeare's First Folio (Oxford, 1923), p. 102; Chambers, II, 434, 
204; IV", 52; and, especially, see Ladeline Doran, Endeavors of Art: 
^ Study of Fonri in Elizabethan Drama (Madison, Wisconsin, 1954), pp. 
143-145. 

S 
i 

a: 

HI 

59 I re turn to th i s point in Part Tv/o. 
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qu-ite clearly that a distinction tetv/een tragedy, comedy, and i-:istor;v-

was famdliar enovgh to the theatre of the day that they could appear 

together as characters, a remiarkable piece of evidence for anyone 

willing to accept Tudor dramatic nomenclatu.̂ ê for what it decidedly 

v/as, 

In the Induction to the play, each o." the three dramatic kincs 

appears with a distinctly separate identity. Tragedie, for example, 

threatens to v/hip Comedie and Historic off of the stage if they do 

not leave him alone. Tragedie's attitude here substantiates for us 

that this unknov/n dram.atist distinguished betv/een these kinds of 

draj.̂ a. V/ith the apparently expected acceptance of his Tudor audience 

in mind, he pointedly insists that comedy, tragedy, and history can

not occupy the sam.e stage in one play, at least, not in their generic 

capacities. One of them only can renain before the audience. To 

both this pla^rwrnght and to his Elizabethan audience, each kind of 

drama was distinct. The fact must have been obvious to his audience, 

for he uses it to justify his presentation to them of a tragedy only. 

Furthermore, the play v/as acted by the Lord Chamberlain's Men, as 

its title page indicates: "As it hath bcene lately diuerse times 

acted by the right/Honorable, the lord Chamberlaine/his Sei'uantes." 

Peter Alexander says that "Shakespeare joined the Chamberlain's Men 

not later than 1594, and with this Ccm.pany he was to continue for the 

rest of his life,"^^ though it later changed na_mes to the King's M.en. 

i 

4J 

60 Pe te r Alexander, Shakespeare ' s Life and Art (New York, 1961), 
p . 50. 
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That information, coupled with the roles ir. ihe Induction to A V/arninr-

for Faire V/omen, makes it evident that Shakespeare, Kemlnge, and Con

dell v/ere familiar with the classification of plays into tragedies, 

comedies, and histories. Both Polonius and the First Folio deserve a 

closer look. 

V/hereas Ribner and those v/ho reflect his influence can adiiiit that 

"Elizabethans generally distinguished betv/een tragedy and comedy and 

that they admitted a third form, tragicomedy . . .," they cannot 

admi.t a distinction betv/een tragedy and histoiy, even though, as Rib

ner says, "the author of A V/aming for Fair V/omen seems to have had 

62 
some distinction in mind." The ''author" did. In the Induction to 

the play, Comedie says to Hystorie about their encounter together v/ith 

Tragedie on the same stage, " . . . v/hat all three met at once!" As 

selectively represented in the documients and dram.as cited above, the 

great variety and detail v/ritten about dramatic genre diû ing the 

Elizabethan age is m.erely another extension of the variety of all 

literary forms and interests during the English Renaissance. V/e 

should be no more surprised to find the history play as an accepted 

dramatic form than we v/ould be to find the Shakespearean sonnet as an 

accepted poetic form. 

Am.ong the prose works of the day, especially am.ong those which 

contain some literary criticism, there is also considerable comiraent 

i 

'J 

n 

3 

^•^Ribner, The English Histor;>- Play, pp. 25-26, 

Ibid., p. 26, 
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about histories as dram̂ atic types. None of these nrose writers i£ 

more favored by Ribner than Fraî cis Meres, \/ho, as Ribner says, "in 

his Palladis Tamia listed Pi£l;i?£d_II_, Richard III, King John, and 

Henry IV as among 'our best for tragedy'." -̂  Meres published his 

v/ork in 1598. /mother author v/ho m.akes similar contemnorar̂ v' obser

vations has somethin-g qui.tt different to say. John Stov/e's Survey of 

London has the same date as Meres's work, 1598. E. K. Cha.noers re

cords Stov/e's literary criticism by quoting him: '"Of late time in 

place of those Stage playes, hath beene vsed Comedies, Tragedies, En

terludes, and Histories, both true and fa.yned. . . .'" And, Chambers 

continues his record of Stowe's rem.arks by observing that "In another 

place, at the end of a description of Hol;;/nvell, he adds: 

'And neare there\aito are builded tv/o publique 
houses for the acting and shev/e of Com.edies, Trag
edies, and Histories, for recreation. V/hereof the 
one is called the Courtein, the other the Theatre: 
both standing on the Southwest side tov/ards the 
field.'64 

Further study of the av/areness of the history play as a dramatic 

gerjre written by the Tudors profits from looking at Thomas Heyv/ood's 

A'Dology for Actors, which v,-as written over a decade after Meres and 

Stov.̂ e. He;̂ v̂ood v/rites, as reported by Chambers, '"In the time of iry 

residence at Cambridge, I have seen tragedyes, comedyes, historyes. 

-̂ Ibid. Ivferes has been treated on pages 16-17, note 45, above. 
See Chambers, IV, 246-247; and J. S. Sm:art, Shakespeare: Truth and 
Tradition, pp. 134ff-

it 
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64 Chambers, II, 363• 
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pas tora l s , and shov/es. . ,,,65 
He later extends these remarks bv 

declaring that '"Briefly, there is neither tragedy, history, comedy, 

m.orall, or pastorall, from wliich an infinite use cannot be gathered. 

I speake not in defence of any lascivious shev/es. . . . "'^^ 

One final literany theorist needs to be mientioned here. In A 

Discourse of English Poetrie (1586), V/ilTaam V/ebbe perceived over a 

decade before Meres and Stowe published their works that 

there be many so.rtes of poeticall wrytlngs, and 
Poetry is not debarred from any matter v/hich mia;>' 
be expressed by penne or speeche, yet for xhe 
better vnderstanding and breefer m.ethod of thys 
discourse, I may comprehende the sam.e in three 
sorbes, v.̂ hich are Comicall, Tragicall, Historiall.67 

Comjnenting on this passage by one of Tudor England's most respected 

literary critics, Lev/is Ball observes that 

Webbe's Discourse makes only a perfunctor;^^ at
tempt to classify poetry into genres in our 
sense of the v/ord at all. He simply points 
out that poetry is not debarred from, any matter 
and may be divided into three sorts: comical, 
tragical, and historical. The third division, 
says he, m.ay comprise all the forms not included 
under the other tv/o, and specifically the 'poeti
call complyling of Chronicles.'68 

V."ith V/ebbe's description of "Historiall" poetry in mind, then, it 

a; 

i « 

65 Chambers, IV, 251-252. 

66 
Ibid., p. 253. 
M i y IBM .• I 

/"ry 

See G. Gregor;̂ ^ Smith, editor, Elizabethan Critical Essays, Vol, 
I (London, 1904; reprinted 1967), p. 249. 

68 
Lev/is Ball, "The Background of the Minor English Renaissance 

Epics," ELH, I (April, 1934), 76. 
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seemi: certain that, to the Tudors, the history olay had precedent for 

being m.ore closely related to ''zne 'poeticall complyling of Chron

icles'" than to tragedy or comedy. 

It is tempting to speculate that V/ebbe irlght have supplied poets 

and drajr.atists of the 1590's and later (not exclusively, of course, 

but in part), especially Shakespeare hir.aself, with rudiments for 

their notions about the history as a genre v/orth putting on the stage. 

The possibility is certainly there. As Ball makes quite clear, Vclbe 

v/as v/riting only about poetry; but, that the three lypes v/hich he 

discusses as poetry v/ere recogrized as distinct dramatic kinds by 

playv/'rights and critics at a miaximami of three years later, v/e have 

the v/ord of John Florio's Second Fruits (1591), as reported above: 

H. Yea, . . . they are neither right comedies, 

nor right tragedies. 
G. Hov/ v.̂ ould you nam.e them then? 
H. Representations of histories, v/ithout any 

decorum. 

Against the preponderance of evidence presented above from Tudor 

documents, drama, and theoretical discourse, Ribner and those v/ho 

agree with him must concede that the Tudors and the Jacobeans consid

ered the history play to be a distinct dramatic kind, distinguished 

between it and either tragedy or comedy, and left us som.e inkling of 

their notions about v.iiat its unique qualities are. Ribner ma^' say 

that there is "little" or "no" evidence to suggest "that Elizabethans 

themselves conceived of history as a separate dramiatic genre," but 

the evidence contradicts him. Elizabethans have unmistakably and 

frequently spoken about its existence. As a dramatic kind, it was as 

i 
vi 
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real to thien'. as v,'ere tragedy and comedy, anc just as advired. They 

separated it from the other genres and had a clear, but, as we shall 

see, simple notion about its defining cnaracteristics. 

S 
i 
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CHAPTER I I 

TH.E GENx̂ i: AMD TUDOR DOCTRINE 

The Purposes of Histor;>^ 

Once the h i s t o r y play i s accepted as a l e g i t i m a t e dramatic genre, 

ques t ioning the na tu re of t h a t genre becomes a mat ter of deciding 

v/hat d i s t i n g u i s h e s i t from o ther dram.atic t ypes . Among the Tudor 

c r i t i c a l t heo r i s t s and play^/zrights, a detai led exposition of the 

charac te r i s t i c s of the his tory play received l i t t l e a t ten t ion . Then, 

as nov/, i t s differences v/ere m.ore presumed thaji anaiyzed. In th i s 

century, however, there i s one major viev/point that attempts to ex

pla in the speci f ic nature of the genre. V/ith three respected pro

ponents (E. Mi. V/. Ti l lyard, Lily B. Campbell, and Irving Ribner), the 

so-cal led Tudor school of opinion advocates that the English his tory 

play be iden t i f i ed by examining the purpose of i t s playivright. 

Ribner says tha t the author 's purpose "distinguishes the his tory 

2 

pla;>̂  from other forms of drama." Campbell states that the author of 

a history play expressed "a m.oral and a political philosophy v/hich 

motivated first the choice of story and second the plotting of that 

S 
i 

i 

l 

•^That they said more than has generally been acknov/ledged wi l l be 
discussed in Fart Two of t h i s v/ork. 

^Ribner, "The Idea of History in Marlowe's Tamburlaine," ELH, XX 
(December, 1953), 251. 

32 
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s to ry . " Ti l lyard tends to agree, but he differs as to the exact 

nature of the dramat is t ' s purpose in the his toiy play: 

v/hile the main concern of th i s book must be the 
way Shakespeare turned high po l i t i c s into poetry 
and drama, a subsidiary and i n t r i n s i c a l l y more 
important thome must be the way in which^Shake
speare e i t he r freed himself from or transmuted 
the mainly poli t icsi l motive.'^ 

Ti l lyard tends to deny that playwrights had po l i t i c a l purposes in 

writ ing h is tory plays, but he often contradicts himself by proclaim.-

ing the im.portance of the Tudor nyth, v/hich is a p o l i t i c a l myth. Ke 

also contradicts himself by ins i s t ing that the h i s to r i e s be i n t e r 

preted by referr ing to the world picture of the age, a pic ture v/hich 

contained descending degrees of authority and responsib i l i ty , es 

pec ia l ly from kings to t h e i r subjects, from the overall rulership of 

God Him.self. As Ti l lyard uses i t , the view i s patent ly p o l i t i c a l . 

Ti l lyard, further, believes that the history plays are evidence 
5 

tha t Renaissance man was bas ica l ly Interested in "education." I t i s 

not surpr is ing, therefore , to find him, along with Campbell and Rib

ner, recomumending that the his tory plays were used by Tudor dramatists 

to "teach," e i t he r m.orals, or p o l i t i c s , or both. 

The dramat is t ' s purpose has thus been of important consideration 

in s tudies of the h i s tory plays com.posed during the Tudor age. 

i 
M 

•̂ Ĉampbell, Shakespeare's "Histories", p. 16 and passim. 

"̂ Til.lyard, Shakespeare's History Plays, p. 168. 

'ibid., p. 169. 
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pa r t i cu l a r ly those of Shakespeare, labner, for example, declares 

tha t a pley^.vright's purpose "in the h is to iy play . . . i s to f u l f i l l 

the function of the h i s to r i an , or, follcwin,- A r i s t o t l e ' s ancient d i 

vision, to deal v/ith po l i t i c s as opposed to e th ics . " He i s m.erely 

res ta t ing here an idea which Lily Campbell suggested.'^ Another d i s 

c iple of the Tudor school begun by Til lyard re i t e ra tes the point: 

"the h is tory play . . . v/as properly so called because i t served the 

recognized purposes of h i s to ry . " In a siu/miation of these purposes, 

t ha t d i sc ip l e , M. M. Reese, l i s t s three : l ) "to exhibit the ways of 

providence or to demiOnstrate the working-out of a ra t ional plan that 

affirms the wisdom and jus t i ce of God and His par t icu lar care for 

England;" 2) "to glorify the nation by av/akening memiories of i t s 

heroic pas t ; " and 3) "to reca l l great deeds as a spur to present emu

l a t i on or to narra te the sufferings of form.er tim.es as an incitement 
9 

to fortitude against immediate calamity." 

As the primary view of Tudor England, though he does not so name 

it, F. P. V/ilson lists the cyclic view of history, that history re

peats itself. For some Elizabethans, thought not the "all" that 

6^. 

7 

8 

Ribner, "The Idea of Histoiy in Marlowe's Tamburlaine," p . 251. 

Campbell, Shakespeare's "Histories", p. 16. 

'M. M. Reese, The Cease of Majesty, p. 66. 

9..̂., Ibid.; see, also, Ribner, The English Histoiy Play, p. 24. 

•̂ V̂/ilson, "The English History Play," pp. 4-8. 

http://tim.es
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the Tudor schoca would havi-: us believe, the suproi.rc usefulness of 

history was its predictability: it went rji:nd and round, not always 

backv/ard, and so had lessons to teach to those v.'ho would observe its 

l^atterned revolutions. V/ilson v/anas, howev-r, that a similarity be

tween v/hat the chroniclers held to be the purposes of histoi^^ and 

what the groundlings in the theatre or the co.mmon man on the streets 

of London thought about histoi^^ may hardly be guessed with much ac

curacy. 

.In general, hov/ever, all advocates of the Tudor viev/ of history 

as the chief influence on the purposes v/hich underlie v/hat dramatists 

v/ere doing in their history plays agree that histor;>̂  served as exempla 

both for princes and for their subjects: to the one it taught the 

virtue of wise leadership, and to the other it taught the necessity 

of obedience. In an appendix to his bock, Ribner states the position 

v/ell. He detects that history pleys proclaim as their "most common 

political doctrine" a teaching that pervaded all, he says, Tudor viev/s 

about history: the doctrine of "the absolute authority of the king, 

his responsibility to God alone for his deeds, and the sinfulness of 

any rebellion against him., no matter v/hat the provocation." 

The political behavior of Englishmen from King John to Charles I, 

hov/ever, is a strong argument against excessive application of the 

Tudor doctrine of absolute obedience to the king, or against an ex

tension of it to include everyone in England, even the nobles. 

S 

it 

J 
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11.,. Ribner, "Appendix A," The English Histor:>- Play, p. 305. 
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Apparently, what v/e actually hav:: in thes'- so-called doctj'ines is 

merely an ideal, sometiip.es useful to those in authorii.v, be thev 

prince or priest, but often bent to some other purpose as occasion 

dem.anded,' 

The Tudor School Opposed 

As just explained, the Tudor school of criticism discusses the 

histories, and especially those plays by Shakespeare, in terms of the 

moi'al or political bias which they supposedly contain. Tillyard, 

Ribner, and Campbell all agree that the overriding concern in those 

plays is to detail Tudor political doctrine, as understood by the 

Tudor school, v.ith its essentially pro^/idential basis; and they all 

agree that this doctrine is expressed in the plays in terms of cycles 

12 
A s e l e c t e d l i s t of some of the be s t and miost i n f l u e n t i a l of the 

v/orks on Tudor concepts of h i s t o r y and h i s to r iography v/ould include 
the fo l lowing: E. M. \V. T i l l ya rd , Shakespeare 's His tory P lays ; and 
h i s The E l izabe than \7orid Pictiu-e (NevrYork, 1942, r e p r i n t e d n . d . ) ; 
Hardin Cra ig , The Enchanted Glass (New York, 1936); C. S. Lev/is, The 
Discarded Lmago "(Twidon, 19^7); Li ly B. Campbell, Shakespeare ' s 

H i s t o r i e s " ; and he r " In t roduc t ion" to The Mirror for Magis t ra tes 
nTev/ York, 1938; r e p r i n t e d I960) ; I rv ing Ribner, The English History 
Play i n the Age of Shakespeare; and h i s "The Tudor 111 s to ry Play: An 
E s i a y T n D e f i n i t i o n , " pp. 591-609; M. M. Reese, The Cease of Majesty; 
R. G. Colling-wood, The Idea of His tory (Oxford, 194b; r e p r i n t e d 1962); 
A. R. Humphreys, "Shakespeare and the Tudor Percept ion of H i s t o r y , " i n 
Shakespe are Celeb r a t e d: Anniversaiy Lectures a t the Folger Library 
rN'e^rYo'k, 1 9 ^ T PP- 89-112; C. L'. Kingsford, "F i f teen th Century 
His to iy i n Shakespeare ' s P l ays , " in Prejudice and Promise i n }-3/th 
Century England (Oxford, 1925); Nancy S. S t ruever , The Language of 
H i s to ry in the Renaissance (Pr ince ton , 1970); Pe ter Burke, The Ren-
aisn-jance Sense of the Past (New York, 1969); F. J . Le\y, Tudor His 
t o r i c a l Thougfib (San J.iirino, 1967); M. P. Gilmore, Humanists and Ju r 
i s t s (Cambridge, Mass. , 1963); David Riggs, Shakespeare 's Heroical 
Hi'siToriesj 'k4enry VI" and I t s L i t e r a r y Trad i t ion (Cambridge, Mass., 
r 9 7 r ) 7 ~ ^ d Robert B. P i e r c e , Shakespeare 's His tory P lays : The Family 
and the S t a t e (Columbus, Ohio, 1971). 
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of retribution. In addition, all agree thaL, the doctrine, and ihe 

politics v/hich it reflects, is essentially r.oral in nature. 

Campbell explains that ''the sequence of p] ays is important to trie 

moral patterning of history" and that "the understanding of the m.oral 

significance of this pattern is basic to the undei'otanding of the 

13 
Shakespeare histo.ry sequences." '̂  Revealingly, perhaps because Caj;p-

bell felt that she could support her thesis only from the second 

tetralogy, she limits her book to that tetralogy. Her reason for not 

including the Heniy VI plays and Ri.chard III is that their authorship 

v/as still considered questionable in her day, an observation v/hich is 

true, but not to the extent that she claim.s. Support for Shakespeare'; 

sole authorship v/as strong and gaining nomentuin during most of the 

half century v/hd.ch precedes her book. That question, at least, is all 

but settled nov/. 

To those v/ho esjouse the Tudor school of criticism., the first 

tetralogy is unanimously avoided. It is an unyielding source for 

hunters of overtly didactic (irioral or political doctrine, which is an 

uniiappy fact for anyone v/ho wants to insist that Shakespeare follov/ed 

the chronicler Hall in the thematic construction of his histories. 

VTiile studying Hall's Union, with its presumed emphasis upon the ven

geance enacted upon the houses of Lancaster and York, Shakespeare 

nonetheless beg.an wrUing history plays with a trilogy on Henry VI, 

not as did Hall with the deposition of Pichai'd II. If Shakespeare 

i 
:} 

•^^Campbell, Shal-.espeare 's "Histories", pp. 125, 124. 
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were working out in his dramas the Tudor view of his tory , vin/ does he 

waste the obvious advuritage in c l a r i t y of not s tar t ing v/here Hall 

did—with the deposition and the usurpation, so xhe Tudor school says, 

of the throne of England by Henry IV? If Shaliespeare i s as dependent 

on and so seve.rely l imited to Hal l ' s theme of divi;.^ vengeance, as v/e 

have been led to be l ieve , v/hy does he not begin at the logica l s t a r t 

ing point—in fact , v/here h is source. Hall , began—v/jth Richard II? 

In fact ; v.'hy does Shakespeare never integrate the divine vengeance 

theme into the p lo t of any of his plays in the f i r s t tetralogy? 

The ansv/er i s simple: divine vengeance never was Shakespeare's 

14 theme. He can never be pinched into so narrov/ a crack as the Tudor 

school does v/hen i t r e s t r i c t s him. to the presentation of pa r t i cu la r 

m:oral or p o l i t i c a l b e l i e f s . His vision i s broader. Jonson said that 

Shakespeare was ''for a l l tim.e"; and so he i s . He i s not jus t for the 

Tudor age, but for every age. The considered opinion of m.any recent 

comjnentators i s tha t vShakespeare never specif ical ly used his plays as 

I 

In The Player King, as perceptive a c r i t i c as James V/inny de
clares thaF^Hhere' i s no~l;vidence in Henry VI that . . . Shakespeare 
recognized any special sig-nificance in Boling'broke's crime" (p. 20). 

On the contraiy, as a king, Henry VI damiages—by his too sa in t ly 
character—the Tudor view that morality in the king r e su l t s in moral
i t y in the kingdom; thus , a s l igh t b i t of irony seems niore l i ke ly to 
be* Shakespeare's treatm.ent of his mater ia l . In his h i s t o r i e s , then, 
Shakespeare should be viev/ed as r e la t ive ly unconcerned with local 
questions of goodness or badness. The emphasis i s more on m.oral abso
lu te s themselves than on t he i r pa r t i cu la r in te rpre ta t ion during any 
s ingle age. In t h i s l i g h t , the goodness of lienry VI and the badn.ess 
of Riciiai'd I I I , v/ho folio.vs him, are equally disastrous to the realm. 
I t i s not moral acumen which m âkes or breaks a ru le r , but p o l i t i c a l 
acunen. Excessive piety and excessive evi l are alike in t h e i r effect 
on ru le rs and ruled', or so Shakespeare seems to be saying. 
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a propagandistic instrument to proclaim the Tudor myth, an Elizabethan 

world p ic tu re , or any other moral or p o l i t i c a l lessons. He display.^ 

na ture ' s wares v/herever he finds them, in public or in private men., 

but he does not appeal to pa r t i cu la r doctrines of goodness or ev i l . 

In his h i s t o r i e s , Shalcespeare i s not teaching anyth.-̂ _.n-g in any specific 

sense, at l e a s t , no more than i s usual for him. So-called moral and/ 

or p o l i t i c a l material appear throughout h is drama; they are not con

fined exclusively to his h i s t o r i e s . For that reason, his general use 

of tha t material i s not much help in defining the exact character

i s t i c s of any one grouping of his plays. His dramatic categories have 

other and m.ore imique qua.l i t ies. 

Before Ti l lyard caused the Tudor school revolution in Shake

spearean c r i t i c i sm, views v/hich represented Shakespeare as an observer 

of l i f e v/ere widespread. In an address, for example, in 1923 to the 

nev/ly form.ed Austral ian English Association, J. W. liackail contended 

that "Shakespeare i s not a moral teacher. He l e t s morality take care 

15 of i t s e l f ; w ĥat he sets before us i s l i f e . " Mnckail continued by 

declaring tha t evi l in Shakespeare's plays is "displayed," but not 

"condemned": murder and cruelty, a l ike with sacr i f ice and bravery, 

are presented v/ithout comment, and come to no r e 
s u l t . The lesson, i f i t can be called one, of 
Shakespeare, as of Sophocles, i s that we should 
not drav/ lessons, but see and feel and understand 
. . . . If i t be part of the scheme of th i rds 
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•̂ Ĵ. V/. Mackail, Studies of English Poets (New York, 1926; re
printed in Freeport, New York, 1968), p. 25. In a posthumous article 
Hardin Craig agrees: see "The Origin of the history Play," pp. 5-11. 



(as does not always appear) that there i s a Power 
v/hiich works for righteousness, tha t i s oriy one 
fact l ike o thers . Shakespeare does not teach; he 
i l luminates . In hi.s clear daylight we see the 
world.1^ 

At about the sam.e date as Llackail's address. S i r Herbert Grierson 

m.ade s imilar observations: " I t v/as not Shakespear.^'s business to 

correct or even to c r i t i c i z e the moral standard of his audience, but 

17 

to am.use them." A considerable portion of Grierson's book examined 

the issue of morality and Chris l iani ty in Shakespeare, and he consis

ten t ly refuted the notion tha t Shakespeare v/as motivated by som.e 

didactic b i a s . 

Perhaps the most defini t ive attack on the Tudor school 's point of 

view in i t s moral, and speci f ica l ly i t s Christ ian, irrplications i s an 

a r t i c l e by Sylvan Bamet that v/as published in 1955. After Ti l lyard 

and Campbell v/ere becoming in f luen t ia l and jus t before Ribner pub

l ished his book, Bamet took an evenlianded approach to the Tudor 

school. Both accepting and refuting i t , he answered i t s adherents by 

submitting tha t "The approach has yielded profi table r e s u l t s , but , 

l i ke many theor ies , i t has been overv/orked, and too often secular 

Elizabethan v/ritings are analyzed against a re l igious medieval back-

ground." Bamet further disliked the use of Shakespeare's plays, 

i 
, 4 
M 

16 Ib id . , pp. 25-26. 

"̂ '̂ Herbert Grierson, Cross Currents in English Literature of the 
Seventeenth Centu.ry (London, 1929; reprinted in Baltim.ore, 1966), p. 

Sylvan Bamet, "Some Limitations of a Christian Approach to 
Shakespeare," ELH, XIQI (June, 1955), 81. 
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e s p e c i a l l y the t r a g e d i e s , "as e:':e:rpla in the ser.mon to v/hich, i t i s 

impl ied, t he El izabe than was con t inua l ly exposed, even v/hen he de

s e r t e d h i s shop for a v i s i t to the t h e a t r e s on the Banl^side." 

Soon a f t e r B a m e t ' s a r t i c l e , i n a review of i n b n e r ' s book on 

Shakespearean t r agedy , L. C. iinignts denounced the opinions v/hich Rib

ner p re sen t s as "sometim.es forced"; "only too often [obscuring] the 

depth and complexity of Shakespeare ' s v i s ion" ; and proceeding from 

20 

"an oversimple m.oral scheme." On the v/hole, Knights thought t ha t 

t he Tudor viev/ v/hich Ribner imposed on the dramas v/as shallov/ and 

u s u a l l y imsupported. As a counterbalance t o the Tudor school . Knights 

proposed t h a t v/e adjiut t h a t , to some ex ten t , there i s a Tudor viev/ of 

h i s t o r y in the p l ays ; b u t , he m^ged t ha t we a l so "be very careful not 

to assume t h a t Shakespeare, i n any play, i s simply r e f l e c t i n g 'Tudor 

i d e a s ' , o r t h a t he i s accept ing them u n c r i t i c a l l y as premises for a 
21 

dramatic a c t i o n . " 
22 

Qui.te r e c e n t l y , another scho la r a l l but bu r i e s the Tudor view 

by a t e d i o u s l y d e t a i l e d com.parison of over f i f t y English chronic les 

and h i s t o r i e s . In 1946, T i l l y a r d disavowed any profound knowledge of 
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-̂ Îbid. 

20 L. C. Knights, review of "Pattems in Shakespearean Tragedy," 

The Listener, November 10, I960, p. 85 Q 
• . 

^•^Knights, V/illiam Shakespeare: The Histories (London, 1962), 

p. 6. 

^^Henry Ansgar Kelly, Divine rrcvidence in the England of Shake. 
speai'-.i 's Histories (Cambridge, Mass., 1970). 
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the chronicles which he was usir.g for his theor ies , and in 1970, i:cc:ry 

Ansgar Kelly agrees. As Kelly discovered, Til lyard and the Tudor 

school of h is tory f a i l to e.:o'i:.n.ne the very chroniclers v/lai-h they c i t e 

to support t he i r case. The oversight i s f a t a l . Kelly finds tha t , 

QontvriTy to the Tudor school 's view, the points of view in the chron

i c l e s are varied, inconsis tent , and largely confusing:. There are, in 

fac t , as m.any viev/points as there are men to record them; an.d the m n̂ 

themselves frequently record many different viewpoints, as nev/ c i r 

cumstances ( ru le r s with other p o l i t i c a l leanings) make oj ..osite de

mands upon themi. 

Besides the Tudor myth, for instance, Kelly reports tha t chron

i c l e s wri t ten during the reigns of Henry IV and Heniy V also contain 

a Lancastrian myth ( that God deposed Richard II in favor of the Lan-

c a s t e r s ) . This myth continues through the reign of Heniy VI, and John 

Hardyng so represents i t in the f i r s t edit ion of his work. V/hen 

Richard, Duke of York, succeeded to the throne of England af ter Henr̂ ^ 

VI, hov/ever, Hardyng changed his chronicle, constructed a Yorkist 

myth ( tha t the t rue hei rs of Richard I I v/ere now retumJng to the 

23 

throne), and presented the revised version to Richard III. 

Even the so-called Tudor myth has been misrepresented by the Tudor 

school of criticism. In the most common account, the Tudor myth demon

strates thai God's divine vengeance worlved through the V/ars of the 

Roses to expiate the crime committed against His anointed king, Ric

hard II. The myth also looks backward to Arthurian legend and 

M 
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^ \ e l l y , Divine Providence, pp. 36, 27, 64. 



43 

proclaims that Henry Tudor, neitner^ a true Lancaster nor a true York, 

is God's appointed gift to the v/ar-torn nation. Durin--̂  his rule an 

era of peace and prosperity could be expected. 

Kelly quite conv.incingly demonstrates that this -iew of the Tudor 

myth is so much wishful thinking. In point of fact, as advocated by 

the Tudor school, the Tudor myth is not at all the view of even Henry 

VII's age. The true Tudor myth actually looks backv/ard to the Lan

castrian one, which had alv/ays accepted Henry IV and Henry V as provi

dentially aided during their reigns. The title of Henr-y VII to the 

throne is linked, in the real Tudor myth, to the earlier happy time 

through his uncle Henry VI, and so on back to Henry V and Henry IV, 

the rightful heirs to the throne. It is Richard III, the Yorkist 

hero, who is the villain, not the Lancasters v/ho preceded him; and 

24 

Henry IV is a legitimate king, not a usurper.' 

Kelly also shows that the Tudor myth does not even exist in Hall's 

Union, Shakespeare's m.ajor source for his history plays. Hall's 

them.e is not retribution; rather, it is division and reconciliation, 

matters of v/lder importance than just for Tudor England. With his 

broad vision of life, Shakespeare has som.ething of the samiC theme, 

but not just in his dramas based on chronicle m.aterial. In Hall, fur-

thermiore, the providential notion is reported as m.erely one of several 

opinions that existed during the tim.e of which he writes; and he in

cludes parts of each of the three myth.s: the Lancastrian, the Yorkish, 

(J 

24 Ibid., pp. 81, 74-75. 



and the Tudor synthesis of the other two.^^ Similar]v 

u. 

sneare's 

other source, Holinshed, is no more didactic about these points than 

is Hall. 

Kelly's seminal study makes clear that Shakespeare could not 

possibly have proposed a Tudor myth as it is exrtainr^d by the Tudor 

school of criticism, could not have unified his tertralogies by it, 

and could not have overly concerned ni;:'.;elf with the moral order of 

h'ls chronicle sources, because the myth, as endorsed by the Tudoi-

school, is a myth. It simply never existed in Tudor England. 

A Return to Schelling and Briggs 

Throughout m.'iny of the modern studies of the English history play, 

the pioneer investigations of Felin Schelling and V/illiam Dlnsmore 

Briggs are mostly disnlssed. In som.e points, hov/ever, both of these 

earlier apologists comie closer to defining the actual nature of the 

history pla^' than have later critics. At any rate, their viev.-points 

stand in direct opposition to the Tudor school of Tillyard, Campbell, 

and Mbner. 

Perhaps the best attem.pt by Felix Schelling to delineate all of 

the factors v/hich he thought made the hi storey' play a unique genre is 

r-efaced to his discussion of Kynge Johan (c. 1535), a late morality 

play adapted from an old plav. Antichrist, to teach Protestant doc

trine. Schelling wcidd not accept the play r.s an early history, in 
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26^... 
Ibid., pp. 156-160. 
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p e r l , because of i t s ob-.dous iiDral b i a s ("ino r e l a t i o n of Bishop P a l e ' s 

vigorous h i s t o r i c a l i ro ra l i t y , Kynge Johan, t o the Chronicle Play i s 

27 

not so close as some have thought it"). Schelling states his own 

definition of the histor;̂ ^ as follov/s: the type, he says, exhibits 

"freedom from extraneous and literary influences, that realism of 

method, that deep interest in the story for the storĵ 's sake, and 

consciousness of nationality v/hich distinguish the Chronicle P.l ays as 

a class" (p. 16). 

If one includes in this demarcation of the genre a further ê xd.a-

nation of v/hat Schelling mioant by "extraneous . . . influences"—that 

these are excessively didactic, romantic, jjolitical, or heroic em

phases—then, his notion of a history play becomes clear. In one 

other telling appraisal of the type, he adjfidres "its sense of com.edy 

and its adhesion to simple realism in the repu-esentation of scenes of 

actual life" (p. 28). 

In a contemporary reviev/ of Schelling's book, George Saintsbury 

voices his displeasure at the lack of focus on a clear statement in 

the work about what a histoiy play is. Saintsbury probably over

states his case; and, in a final analysis, v/hen giving a definition 

himself, mostly repeats what Schelling expressed. Saintsbury declares: 

Surely such a thing m.ust have a discoverable dif
ferentia, something of more logical distinctness 
than the mere fact of the subject being taken from 
chronicles? V/e can find no such differentia indi
cated by Prof. Schelling: but v/e have a very 

i 

•4 

i 

c 
Ii 
m 

^'^Felix E. Schelling, The English Chronicle Play (New York, 1902), 
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clear notion of it ourselves. To us the central 
idea of the chronicle play is the transform.aticn 
of the chronicle itself into a play--the conver
sion into dramatic substance, not of a single 
action, not of more or fev/er characters, but of 
a sequence of incidents, the narrative interest 
of v/hich is, by the prestidigitation of the poet, 
changed into a dramatic interest.^8 

Here, in a surprisingly early statem.ent, is all that really needs to 

be said about the history as genre in the Tudor age. Saintsbury cuts 

to the heart of the "matters of kynges games." He notes, the sim.ple 

dependence of the history play upon chronicle fact and concludes that 

that formi of drama not only uses chronicle fact, as many other generic 

types do, but also elevates that fact on stage to a position of pri

mary importance. The history is chronicle drajnatized. 

Alm.ost a decade after Schelling and Saintsbury, V/illiam Dinsm.ore 

.Briggs took another close look at the history play. In a doctoral 

dissertation, v/hich he later published, Briggs finds that he is in 

basic agreement with Schelling; therefore, he defines the class siml-

n 

Ii 

larly: 

Let us define the chronicle histoiy as a dramatic 
composition purporting to drav/ its materials from 
the chronicles (or from an equivalent source), 
treating these materials in a way to bring out 
their accidental (particularly chronological) re
lations, recognizing as a rule no other principle 
of connection than that of personality, and having 
the general character of a survey of a more or 
less arbitrarily limited period. ̂9 

28 George Saintsbury, review of The English Chronicle Play by Felix 
Schelling. See Englische Studien, XAYXI^V^OT), 290. 

'^^il.liam Dlnsmore Briggs, Marlov/e's "Edward II" (London, 1914), 
pp. xxi-xxli. 



47 

As might be expected, Irving Ribner objects to what both S::hellin, 

and Briggs say about h i s t o r i c a l drama, because, so ho says, two nine

teenth-cent luy myths influenced the i r thinJ^ing. The nyths are that 

the h is tory play i s episodic and that i t i s nondidactic. kibner com

plains tha t the view reduces "the norm of the historv nl£r/" to "a 

non-didact ic , episodic pageant. ' 30 

As Shakespeare v/rote them, at least, the English histories are 

certainly not episodic; in this point, Ribner is accurate, and alirost 

all modem scholars agree with him. The so-called looseness of struc

ture v/hich past eras associated with the history has been fairly v/ell 

demythologized by recent critlcismi. The plays are no longer seen as 

a sometimes loosely comiected series of events v/hich strictly observe 

the chronological sequences of their chronicle sources. On the con

trary, the unity of Shakespeare's histories, both individually and to

gether, is v/idely accepted today. Even the m.ost infamously unstruc

tured plays of all the histories to eaî lier critics, the Henry VI tri-

31 
logy, have more recently had their structure vindicated. Not the 

least aspect of the unity in these histories by Shakespeare is their 

artistic unity, which they received, as did the other genres in which 

he v/orked, fromi his dram.atic, not his didactic, perspective. Rather 
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-̂ "̂ Ribner, The English History Play, p. 34. 

-̂  In pa r t i cu l a r , see the Introduction to the New Arden Editions of 
the H^riy VI plays by A. S. CaiiTicross, and the referenices provided 
t h e r e n i s o " , of special in t e res t i s the m.asterful essay by Hereward T. 
Pr ice , "Construction in Shakespeare," University of Michigan Contri
butions in Modern Philology, XVII (May, 1951), l-/;2. 
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than using history to promote a bias, he iinposed E- artistic design 

on the chronicle material before him and molded it 'nto good theatre. 

In the other point by Ribner, that Schelling and Eriggs were mis

guided in their acceptance of the nineteenth-centurry nyti: about the 

nondidactic nature of the histor^^ plays, it is Ribner,, not those at 

the turn of this century, vdio errs. Recently, Kelly and others have 

discovered that the real myth is not a nineteenth-century one; rather, 

it is a myth concocted by the Tudor school of criticism. In an overly 

enthusiastic attempt to demonstrate that the Sĥ L-.cspearean historirio 

are not episodic, the Tudor school of opinion goes too far in seeking 

unity for the plays too narrowly in moral or political biases. 

The Tudor critics's explanation of the plays is simply too pat, 

both in its omission of aspects of the plays v;hlch do not fit the 

theories of the Tudor school and in its mlsm.anagement of Tudor con

cepts of history. Of additional importance is the onesided viev/ of 

Tudor (and Renaissance) concepts of the use of history. Ribner's re

action to the exclusion by Briggs of Gorboduc (1561) from the ranks 

of the histories is typical of his onesided perspective of the use of 

history during the Renaissance. Like Bale's Kynge Johan, Gorboduc is 

another late morality, and is so designated by Briggs; but, instead of 

presenting religious doctrine, it presents political doctrine (spe

cifically, that Queen Elizabeth ought to many before the evils of 

ci\dl war again plague England as rival claims to her throne develop 

after her death). 

Because of this didactic bias, Briggs would not label it a historv, 
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Ribner says of tn^;t p o s i t i o n t h s t Bri-v I' '.-. 
no-: v ^ . . . . . - i J , C x Go rbo do-

t r u e h i s t o r y play p r e c i s e l y because of i t s l i n k s witn the medieval 

drarra and i t s obvious m.oral and p o l i t i c a l d idact ic ism: 'English h i s 

t o r y i s not yet p resen ted for i t s own sake. 39 
'" ^ V/ith an almost uatron 

i z i n g tone , Ribner r-imarks t h a t 

Briggs c a r r i e d on the n lne teen th-contu /y c r i t i c a l 
myth of a non-d idac t i c h i s t o r y p lay . He f a i i e d 
t o r e a l i z e t h a t h i s t o r y in the Re:iaissance v/as 
never considered important for i t s own sake. JTIO 
very p o l i t i c a l and m.oral elem;ents zo v/hich B/lggs 
objected i n C-orboduc are v/hat mnJce i t a h i s t o r y 
p lay .33 

By s t a t i n g t h a t " h i s t o r y in the Renaissance v/as never considered im

p o r t a n t fo r i t s ov/n sake" ( I t a l i c s mine), Ribner p a r t i a l l y ms judges 

Tudor h i s t o r i o g r a p h y . Besides the use of h i s t o r y to v/hich he appeals , 

t he r e was another Renaissance concept of the h i s t o r i a n s ' s duty, v/hich 

( aga in ) he , and the Tudor school i n genera l , overlook. 

Jus t as Ribner says , ea r ly Renaissance t h e o r i s t s and h i s t o r i o g 

raphers indeed used h i s t o r y alm,ost exc lus ive ly to teach and, more im

p o r t a n t for t h i s s tudy, to a l t e r h i s t o r i c a l fact to make i t conform 

to t h e i r moral or p o l i t i c a l p r e d i s p o s i t i o n s . A good exajnple i s the 

F l o r e n t i n e H i s t o r i e s (1532) by Machiavel l l . But, as e a r l y as the 

c lose of the f i f t e e n t h century , t h i s view began to be chal lenged. 

The change began i n the s o - c a l l e d " r h e t o r i c a l school" of h i s t o r i -
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-^^Rlbner, Th_e__Eiigl 1 sh His tory Play, p . 16; a l s o , see Briggs , 
I .nrlowe's "Edward I I " , p . yxxv. 

33 I b i d . 

' ^ ^ T̂ W iig^f^x 
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ography. In this school (which is the only one re.;:gnized and foot

noted by the Tudor school because it supports their i/iterpretations 

of the Renaissance use of history to teach moral or political doc

trine), a modem English historian, Peter Burk-, finds that "Form was 

sometimes thought of as nior^ important than content; ••. good style 

more iir.portant than an Interest i:. v/hat had actually h.aiuened, or 

.... n34 /h- It was this attitude whdch turned the v.riting of history 

into a definite literary genre after the Mldcde Ages. Of the 

Renaissance tendency to catego-ize everything, Burke observes: 

Whatever was written ô jght, so it was believed, 
to conform to a specific genre, preferably one 
that existed in classical antiquity, and iirltate 
the masters in that genre. A hlstoi-ian ought to 
follov/ Livy or Thycydides, just as an epic ])oet 
ought to follov/ Hom.er and Vergil. . . . A his
tory shoul-d also deal with heroic actions; any
thing less was beneath the ' diginlty of histor^f', 
a phrase which v/as much used at the Renaissance. 
The dignity of history . . . excluded 'low' peo
ple, things, or words.35 

Even though the idea of history as a genre rem.ained the same 

throughout the Tudor era, the idea of hlstor^^ as a kind of rhetoric 

that must embellish the truth later becamiO questionable to SOFIC v/riters 

Some thinkers, like Descartes, considered the practice a distortion of 

histoiy, as indeed it v/as. It is, of course, next to impossible to 

remain com.pletcly impartial in any v/riting or thinking, and, probably. 
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p. 105. 
•^Peter Burke, The Renaissance Sense of the Past (h'ew York, 1970), 

^^Ibid. 
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especial ly in the v/ritlng of h i s to ry . Coming to the writing of hisiury 

with a del ibera te b i a s , however, resu l t s in something less Them nistory. 

As Burke says, i t i s easy to see the l i t e r a r y values of t.he huvsnists 

"working against h i s t o r i ca l t r u t h . "-̂ *̂  Furtherm.ore. i t i s '"not sui'-

pr is ing tha t the neighbour-subject of h is tory v/as considered to be 

37 

poetry," particularly the epic, by the rhetorical school. 

The new school, on the other hand, saw a distinct diffe.ronce be

tween literature oiio history. Burke documents the writing of Giovanni 

Pontano (1426-1503) to illustrate the point and to show the new atti

tude tov/ard historical fact: Pontano wrote, "history is austere in 

language, poetry more voluptuous . . . in aim they dlffoi- completely, 

or very great]y, at any rate, . . . the purpose of history ought to 

be to tell the truth rather than to decorate it." The change in 

attitude spread rapidly. Burke decides that '^By the tim.e of Johann 

Sleldan, 1506-56, v.dio v/rote Commentaries on the reign of Charles V, 

the reaction against humairist history as too literar;>̂  is turning into 
39 

a movement." In concluding his remarks on Sleldan, Burke states that 

Sleldan's "aim v/as to be as objective as possible: to recite the 

facts."^° 
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Ibid. 

-^^Jbid., p. .120. 

39, bid., p. 124 
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Because it saw usefulness in ti.e raw, u:'.di3tuibed facts of his

tory without consciously Writing or having to distort those facts in 

supjjort of some bias, the new school came to be called the "pragmtic" 

school, to distinguish it from the rhetorical school. In the new ap

proach, histor.v v/as useful only v/hen allov/ed faithfully to record 

events as they actually had happened. It was believed that whatever 

instruction resulted from reading history v/ou].d tr;ke place as reason.-

able m.en analyzed the witness of history to the actual details of 

hunan behavior. Instruction would still take place, but in a natural, 

rather than an artificial, manner. 

The greatest histoi'ian of the nev/ approach to history, in Burke's 

estimation, v/as probably fra Paolo Sarpi "and its greatest v/ork his 

masterpiece, the History/- of the Council of Trent (1619)." Sarpi 

exhibits the attitude tov/ard historical data which characterizes the 

nev/ school. 

In a Preface to one of his other works, v/ritten in 1613, Sarpi's 

attitude toward historiography is most evidently not that of the ear

lier pracitioners of the rhetorical school. In part, as Burke records 

him, Sarpi says that "I have been m.ost careful to present a true and 

42 

sincere narration, and to suspend r^i judgem.ent." Knowing full well 

that his approach would be disagreeable to the older school of his

torians, Sarpi asks their forgiveness, and states simply that his 
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"aiiu was not his pleasure or his profit, tut that of tnose who needed 

to be Inform.ed of every little detail. ""̂  '" ne eventS; themselves, 

v/ould then be of timeless service to those v;ho v.̂ ould study them. Th:e 

theory seem.s to have been to let history coni.inue to teach, but with

out imposing the historian's bias on his materiaJ., by letting t:.:-

natural lessons, inl-;erently in the facts and events of the past, be 

their ov-n Instructor. The historican merely passed ai cn.g, as imtpar-

tially as possible, the facts themu^elves. It should be remembered, 

of course, that, although an impartial and objective attitude v/as the 

ideal, ideals are difficult to maintain in practice. 

V/llllam. Camden, the English contemporary- of Sarpi, makes obser

vations sirnlar to those of Sarpi. Although Camden never quite openly 

broke v/ith the rhetorical school, in practice he worked v/ithin the dic

tates of the pragmatic school's attitude toward history. In his Pre

face to the nimals v/hlch he wrote in 1615, Camden explains that 

The study of truth, as it hath been the only spur 
to prick m.e fomvard to the work; so it hath been 
ray only scope. To detract from histoiy is nothing 
else than to pluck out the eyes of a beautiful 
creature and, for a medicinable portion, to offer 
poison to the reader's understanding. . . . I 
have thrust in .no orations but such as v/ere truly 
spoken . . . much less have I feigned any.'̂ ^ 

Before Cam.den, it has been the practice of m.ost humanistic historians 

to supplemient the material at their disposal with incidents or speeches 

from their Imaf'inatlon. If their sources did not contain or could not 

m 

It 

I 

m 

0 

''̂ Îbid. 
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report what a leader said just before leading his forces into a battle, 

tiie rhetorical historians thought nothing of supplying tho missing in

formation. Cam.den deplores the practice and refuses to participate in 

it. 

In his attitude and in his respect for historical truth:, then, 

Camden is exactly the kind of historian v/hich a modern v/ould appreci

ate. He end the pragm.atic school, in general, are the forerunners of 

the modern, axrcroach to history; but, v/e m.ust always remember that no 

one can v/rite or think without an;y' bias at all. The im.portance of 

the pragm.atic school is that those in the school tried to mnnirrlze 

con-t h e i r b i a s e s as miuch as pos/dble and, thereby, to present f ac t ( 

t r a r y to R ibne r ' s avov/al) as important for i t s OV.TI sake. 

In conclusion, v/hat i s not so obvious v/hen reading T i l l y a r d , Cam p̂-

b o l l , and Ribner i s t h a t there i s som.e b a s i s in Ren-^issance concepts 

of h i s t o r i o g r a p h y for the t rea tment of fac t as f a c t . Sche l l ing and 

Briggs have m.ore support for t h e i r not ions of the h i s t o ry p l a y ' s being 

nond idac t i c than has been granted them. In fac t , when Schel l ing says 

t h a t h i s t o r y plays are conspicuous in t h e i r "fieedom from extraneous 

and l i t e r a r y in f luences" and are notable for t h e i r " rea l i sm of method," 

as documented above, he could as well have been descr ib ing drama w r i t 

t en by a s tudent of the pragmatic school of h i s to r iog raphy . In any 

event , t h e r e appears to have been as much v a r i e i y in the wr i t i ng of 

h i s t o r y i n the Renaissance as t he r e v/as in the writing- of l i t e r a t u r e . 

The concents of h i s t o i d ( o r , more accura t e ly , the ways i n wlilch i t v/as 

used) during tiio Engl ish P.enaissance a re c e r t a i n l y not as onesided as 

the Tudor school of c r i t i c i s m v/ould have us t o b e l i e v e . 
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PART TWO 

THE QUESTION OF DEFINITION A.ND ORIGIIi 
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CHJIPTER I 

THE VALIDITY GF GEkPRIC DPFIhlTIOhS 

Even after the histoiy play is t̂iewod as an authentic Elizah>ethan 

genre and after e:.f.cessive emphasis on didactic 02 fferentia is elimi

nated from its de.'"inltlon, setting the Units for a definition of the 

genre reir.iir 3 as difficult as ever. The possibilities for making 

arbitrary decisions about those liirlts are almost infinite: there are 

probably as m.an;>' possibilities as there are m.en to sitggest them. The 

1 2 
h i s t o r i e s have been seen as formiless, as having formt, as cha rac t e r -

3 4 
i zed by t h e i r subject mat te r , as e lus ive to define by subject mat ter . 

See Charles Sears Bcildwin, "A Note on the Hi.story P lay , " in Shak-
spea r i an S tudies (1916; r e p r i n t e d , New York, 1962), p . 303; L. C. 
Knights , V/illiam Shakespeare: The H i s t o r i e s (London, 1962; r ep r in t ed 
1971), p . 5; Hardin Craig, "Shakespeare and the History'- P lay , " Joseph 
Quincey Adams: Ifemorial Studies (V/ashington, 1948), p . ^5; and I rv ing 
Ribner, '"The Tudor HTstory Play: A Essay in De f in i t i on , " K.^A, LXIX 
(June , 19.54), 592. 

See Harold E. Tol iver , "Fals ta f f , the P r ince , and the His tory 
P lay , " Sliakespeare Qv^^'rl^erl^ XVI (V/inter, 1965), 64; A. R. Humphreys, 
"T/ie Engl ish His tory 11 V s , " ' ' ' i n Shakespeare: Se lec t Bib l iographica l 
Gul_des (London, 1973), p . 242; and Allardyce N i c o l l , "Tragicaf-
C;oI:Ti7~rA-Historical-Pastoral: El izabethan Dramiatic Nomenclature," 
B u l l e t i n of the JohrgPntLands Library, XIJII (1960-1961), 71 and passim. 

-^See Hardin Cra ig , "Shakespeare and the His tory P lay , " p . 55. 

^See F, P. V;ilson, "The English His tory Play , ' ' i n Shakespearian 
and Other S tud ies (London, 1969), p . 2. 
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5 as i d e n t i f i a b l e by the P u l i t i c a l purpose of t h e i r p l avwr igh t , ' as not 

o 7 controlled by political puig>03e, as episocic, as structured, as 

dependent on chn'onicle fact, and as not necessarily lirlted by actual 

10 
fact. All of these tenets have been held at one tim.e or anotiier 

during this past century, an.d some are even older. 

In the face of so much disagreement, it would seem ii;possible to 

define the history play. In its nomenclature, hov/ever, drsrna is pe

culiar amiong literary works. From earliest times, t's Allardyce Nicoll 

5 
See L. C. Knights, The H i s t o r i e s , p . 5; Craig , "Shakespeare and 

the History' P lay ," p . 55; Irving* Ribner, "The Tudor History P lay ," 
p . 592; Ribner, 7ae_pnglish^¥dstoTj Play, p . 27; E. M. V;. T i l l y a r d , 
Siaakespeare's His tory P lays , pp. 164, iCS and passim; and Li ly B. 
Camx-bell, Shakespeare ' s " H i s t o r i e s " , pp. 15-17. 

6 
See pages 35-42 above. 

7 
See C. S. Baldwin, Renaissance Literary Theory and Practice 

(Gloucester, iiass., 1959), p. 144; Felix Schelling, The English Chron
icle Play (New York, 1902), p. 16; C. F. Tucker Brooke, The Tudor 
pr'ama ("Bo'ston, 1911), p. 198; V/illiam Dlnsmore Briggs, liarlowe's 
^'Edward II" (London, 19.14), pp. xxi-xxii; and F. P. Wilson, "The 
English Histor;!,̂  Play," p. 3-

See, principally, the Introductions by A. S. Caimcross in the 
New Arden Editions of the Henry VI trilogy and the references in them. 

,:ir-
t 

^See Sche l l i ng , The English Chronicle Play, p . 28; Briggs, k 
lowe ' s "Ed//ard I I " , pp. x x i - x x i i ; Alfred Harbage, As They Liked I 
'{ll'(^rYorkr^9^7} r e p r i n t e d 1961), p . 124; and Hardin Craig, "The 
Or ig in of the His tory P lay , " The Arl ington Quar te r ly , I (Spr ing , 
1968), 5-11. 

•^^See H. 11. Rich^pond, " In t roduc t i on , " in Shakespeare 's P o l i t i c a l 
Plays (New York, 1967), p . 10; Ribner, The^lngli^'h h i s t o r y Play, p . 
27rj'"̂ -̂̂ id A. S. Calr / icross , "IntroductionT"' in' Ih.e i i r s t Part of King 
Henr'7 VI, New Arden Edi t ion (London, 1962; r ep r in t ed 1969), p . 11 v. 
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has said so well, it has always been accorded generic labels for its 

various forms. Nicoll explains that 

For the m.ost part, poems are presented to us with
out aiy distinguishing generic labels, and .muny 
novels—v/hich are, of course, the iiearest rela
tives of pi ays—are published merely //ith their 
ov/n specific titles. Throijghout the whole hisv.;ry 
of the theatj-e, on the other hand, there has been 
a steady trend towards the Indication of dramatic 
categories, and this trend, even now v/hen newer 
form.s have been substituted for the old, has by 
no means lost its force; tragedy, ':omedy, farce 
still retain their timie-honoured sig-nificance.-^ 

Perhaps the v/orst that could happen in any study of dramatic genres 

v/ould be for their unique differences to be ignored, for them all to 

be viev/ed as m.embers of the same class. In his timely article "Deadly 

Sins of Criticism, or. Seven V/ays to Get Shakespeare V/rong, " the re-

nov/ned literary' critic John Crow v/ams against the sin of "over-

simpiification": "V/ith this view goes the view that everything caui 

be classified and organized and that if you look at them in the right 

12 
way all Shakespeare's works v/ere of the sam.e kind." 

In spite of all the confusion about the history genre, only the 

v/ork of Irving Ribner ar̂ d a fev/ others consistently m.erges the history 

with other types like tragedy. Ribner declares that "A history play 

as v/e have defined it is, after all, an adaptation of drama to the 

13 
puiiooses of h i s t o r y , and t ragedy i s merely one form of drama." ^ V/e 
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•^•^Nicoll, " I rag ica l -Co.nolca l -His tor ica l -Pas tora l , " p . 70 . 

12 John Crow, "Deadly Sins of Cr i t i c i sm, o r . Seven V/ays t o Get 
Shakespeare V/rong," S>.akespeare Quar ter ly , IX (V/inter, 1958), 303. 

•̂ -̂ Ribner, The English History Play, p. 27. 
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have seen, hov/ever, i n sec t ion-cue t h a t nj.i::abeo:ia:;: n,-A >-•••; i r owed the nis

tory as a genre distinct from both traged;:/ and comedy. Attempts, 

therefore, to define it v/ith criteria wrdch apply as well to other 

Tudor genres are misleading, inaccurate, and unniecessary. 

As Charles E. Vliitm.orc explai.ns in a m.ost revealing essay on the 

validity of literary genres: "A type is sirply that object in any 

order which presents the greatest number of the distinguishing traits 

of the order, v/ith the least admixture of other traits.'' This mi.x-

ing of traits has been the failing of every definition given to the 

history play in this century. If v/e v/ill consider the order to be 

the history play and the type to be an exampjle of that order, V.nitm.ore 

can be of invaluable service to us in locati:;g exactly v/hat a history 

play is, or at least v/hat the Tudors considered it to be. 

Genre must be defined, as Aristotle long ago demonstrated, by 

describing the typical traits of one v/ork (or type of the conjectured 

genre), by determining the essential attr.lbutes of that v/ork, and 

then by applying that list of traits to every type that is assumed to 

belong to the order in question. If the results indicate that the 

play being examined contains those traits, it legitimately belongs to 

the order; if the examination does not reveal those traits, then the 

play is not of the order. For example, the history play is distin

guished by its fund.c-ii.en.tal dependence on chronicle fact and by its 

c/iiphnsis upon that fact through artistic selectivity and arrangement 

« 

9 « 

•^^^Charles E. V.hitmore, ''The Va l id i ty of L i t e r a r y Def in i t i ons , 
P-,!LA, XXX:iX (September, 1924), 734-



of the chronicle matter, r-ther than through cne introduction ol" mat

ter with little or no chronicle support. The degr.;e of chai-.ge from 

the chronicle source or sources must be so slight that no violent dis

tortion in the chronicle matter appears obvious. We can say, then, 

that plays which do not primarily depend fo- their plot on chronicle 

miaterial are not history plays. L^ the distinguishing trait v/hich v/e 

are offering here, it is not enough for ?. play to cont'rin som.e chivm-

icle material: it must derive^ its very life from that material. 

For the critic, the final test of his definition or explanation 

of a genre mmst be some v/ork v/hich is widely believed to belong to 

that order or genre. He must locat':̂  in the order those traits v/hich 

occur in all the types of the order, but v/hlch do not occur' in the 

types of any other orders. In The Poetics, for exam.ple, Aristotle 

exandned tragedy as a dram.atic genre by studying one play, Oedipus 

tyrannos. He considered it to exemplify the order he was analyzing. 

Some critics have argued that his study is thereby limited; he did not 

sufficiently compare the type of the order that he was considering to 

other acknov/ledged types of the order. Any study of the historj'- pl?y 

faces a more fortunate situation. There is a group of plays that have 

always been received as histories, though they have additionally sone-

times been placed in othei' dramatic orders as well; and that group is 

the list of ten plays by Shakespeare catalogued as "Histories" by 

Hemilnge and Condell. 

Vli';reas the critic h^s a work to e.̂ amine as he proposes to define 

genre, the artist is often less fortunate, especially if v/hat he wi-nts 

.^•••ftikM. 
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to do has no known precedent. He does not, how-ver, create out OJ 

nothing. As Wellek and Warren, the distinguished c r i t i c s , havv- said, 

The genre represents , so to speak, a SUJT: of aes
the t i c devices at hand, available to the writer 
a,nd already' i n t e l l i g i b l e to the reader. The good 
wri ter par t ly conforj'i.j to the genre as i t ex i s t s , 
par t ly s t re tches i t . J^^ and large, great •••iters 
are rare ly invenftors of genres: vShakespea-e . . . 
[and the rest] enter into other men's labours.^-^' 

For Shake3i)eare, the dramatic heritage of the Elizabethan age was cer

t a in ly ava i lab le , as was the chronicle m.aterial of Ha-11 and Holinshed. 

In addit ion, there was also the l i t e r a r y theo.ry of mien l ike Sir 

Phi l ip Sidney, V/lIliam V/ebbe, and George PuttenhaiQ, a l l of v/ho.m 

lamented the fact tha t the English language had not been elevated to 

use in a nat ional epic. In the decade before Shakespeare, these early 

c r i t i c s extrol led the vir tues (or , in Sidney's case, described the 

province) of h i s to /y , and of i t s use in poetry. Shakespeare took 

these and other suggestions and did what could be done v/ith them to 

create a dramatic form of national epic, the history^ play. Epic, 

pa r t ly because of i t s national importance, i s another f a i r description 

of the h i s to ry , but i t I s Incidental . The epic features of the h i s 

t o r i e s actual ly reside in t h e i r chronicle sources. Shakespeare's con

cern was to tiDTi the prose, for the most part , of those chronicles 

into dramatic poetry, and thus, to make (]>o3sia) a play out of h is tory . 
- • • 

•'-'̂ Rene V/ellek and Austin V/arren, Ti;eory of Li tera ture (Mew York, 
1942; 3rd revised edi t ion , 1956), p. 235. 



CHAPTER II 

THE ENGLISH HISTORY PLAY 

Its Adherence to Chronicle Fact 

To date, all attem.pts to locate the distinguishing traits of the 

English history play have succeeded only in widening the gap betv/een 

the tv/o prevailing schools of thought. On the one hand, the Tudor 

school of criticism depends upon the Tudor rhetorical school of his

toriography, which m.akes political purpose, including the Tudor myth, 

the dominate trait of the English history play. On the other hand, 

the other prevailing critical school insists that the dominant trait 

of the English history play is its basic reliance upon and adlierence 

to chronicle fact. 

Neither school of criticism has been entirely convincing in its 

presentation of its thesis. Because of the many recent studies of 

Renaissance historians and of Tudor chronicles, the Tudor school of 

criticism must now cope with the fact that another view of historiog

raphy in the Renaissance has come to light, the pragmatic school, in 

which historical fact was valued for its ov/n sake. The nev/ view of 

historiography gained steadily in acceptance during the Tudor age until 

it finally overcame the rhetorical school and eventually developed into 

the modem perspective of history. The Tudor school of criticism m.ust 

also defend itself against recent discoveries by mDdern researchers 

into the Tudor chronicles like Henry Answar Kelly, v/ho have compiled 

62 
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rather convincing proof that the Tudor myth is only a critical i.yth. 

Similarly, hov/ever, the school of criticism v/hich opposes the Tudor 

school has also failed to substantiate its case for chronicle fact as 

the distinguishing factor in the history play. The school has never 

declared how much chronicle fact must appear in a history play before 

it can be separated as a distinct genre from Elizabethan plays v/hich 

also contain somie chronicle fact, but which are constructed prlm.arily 

from fancy rather than from that fact. 

The fault does not lie exclusively with the proponents of the 

factual school of criticism, hov/ever, since even Irving Ribner, who 

before his death v/as the leading spokesman for the Tudor school cf 

criticism in recent years, never suggested how much chronicle mjiterial 

a history play should contain. He v/as never really very concerned 

about the issue, probably because he did not consider the inclusion 

of factual matter from the chronicles a defining factor for the his

tories, but he also sometimes said that history plays v/ere based upon 

fact. Instead, he declared that "Plays based upon factual matter 

which nevertheless do not serve ends which Elizabethans considered to 

be legitimate purposes of history are thus not history plays." Far 

more important to Ribner than the use of chronicle fact, which alv/ays, 

as he thought, was altered anyway, was the political purpose to which 

the fact was being employed. He knew that chronicle material v/as 

used in history pla;:>̂ s; but, since he sought a definition elsev/here, 

•Slibner, The English History Play, p. 24. 

.^. 



64 

he v/as unconcerned about hov/ maich chronicle fact was actually used. 

As it has becom.e apparent that politlca]. purpose v/as not the dis

tinctive factor in history plays, emphasis upon the factual basis of 

the plays has returned to the spotlight. The return has been to the 

older viev/ of critics like Felix Schelling and V/illiam D. Briggs at 

the first of this century. Three men can presently be isolated as 

the leading advocates of the older, factual viev/ of the history- piny: 

Hardin Craig, A. S. Caimcross, and more recently, A. R. Humphreys. 

Hardin Craig either rediscovered or discovered Independently the 

earlier explanation of the English history play, specifically, that 

it was a play based on fact and a play v/hich emphasized that fact to 

the exclusion of all other concerns except those which v/ould normally 

influence an artist working in the medium of dram.a. In his senlnal 

study of the English history play, just before his death, Craig stated 

that 

what Shakespeare did in the invention of the his
tory play was to [resort to the u.se] of actual 
event where everything done was fact. . . . It 
is clear that Shakespeare's mind resorted to fact, 
even as a matter of principle. This of course 
gives the case away and recognizes at once that 
the history play itself was actually and always 
history and therefore fact. Fact, historical, 
moral, social, commercial, has interest and 
utility. This had appeared in drama and had been 
prized,'but it had not been methodised.2 

Although the studies by Caimcross in his Henry VI editions re

flect the influence of the Tudor school (he accepts the Tudor myth 

^Craig, "The Origin of the History Play," p. 7. 
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and underestimiates the irnportance of the corxsldorable influence of 

actual chronicle fact on the content of the plays, and thus on the 

history as a genre), by the time that he read his paper in 1969 to the 

South-Central Renaissance Society Conference he had reversed his 

earlier position to agree with Craig.^ In the paper, Caimcross in

sisted that chronicle fact is the underlying foundation of Shake

speare's history plays and that the emphasis upon that fact is v/hat 

makes those plays different from other dramatic kinds. 

In 1973, probably taking his cue from Craig and Caimcross since 

he reviev/s their work so carefully, A. R. Humphreys defined the 

English history plays as a genre which has chronicle fact as its basic 

distinction from other genres. In a detailed definition of the type, 

Humphreys offered perhaps the best attempt ever to locate the exact 

traits of the history play. Although some of his points are not dis

tinctive aspects of the genre, he asked the right question v/hen he 

wondered just what Shakespeare's conception of the histoiy play must 

have been; and, then, he ansv/ered himself by looking at Shakespeare's 

histories: 

How, then, did Shakespeare conceive of historical 
drama? His subject is England's history of the 
previous century (though with an extension back 
to King John); his content is largely factual; 
his caussOTty is logical (his history has mean-
ing); his structure is unified by retrospection, 
foreboding, irony, and Nemesis (and so implies 

\ , S. Caimcross, "The Origin of the English History Play," a 
paper presented to the South-Central Renaissance Society Conference; 
Arlington, Texas, April 25, 1969. 
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intelligence, not mindlessness, v/hether hvj.nn-: or 
providential); and his historical scene must seem 
to grow fully out of the nation's beirig", creating 
the sense of time, place, and causative rhythmi.^^ 

Rather than a discussion of its "various form," as lily B. Campbell 

observed about studies in general of the histories,^ Humphreys arranged 

his definition into a "formula." His formula may hardly be improved 

upon; but not everything that needs to be said about those marks of 

the history play which distinguish it from other dramatic genres was 

covered in the definition, and som.e of Humphreys's points apply equally 

as v/ell to Elizabethan tragedies and comedies. V/hat Kur.phreys said 

about the "causality" and the "structure" of the histories by Shake

speare, for instance, applies as well to his other genres. 

Ribner, Craig. Caimcross, and Humphreys have certainly added to 

our understanding of the history play; but in one m.ajor point, none 

of them has, except in a general v/ay, explained the amount of chron

icle fact necessary to make a play a history play. Even Hum.phreys, 

who was the most careful with his definition, was not clear v/hen he 

stated that the "content" of the history play "is largely factual." 

Fortunately for those who want an answer to the question of hov/ 

much chronicle fact makes one particular drama a legitimate history 

play, while too little fact or too great a distortion of it keeps 

I N 

'^A. R. Humphreys, "The English His tory P l a y s , " in Shakespeare 
Se lec t B ib l i og raph i ca l Guides (New York, 1973), p. 242. I t a l i c s , 
except for t he play t i t l e , are mine. 

^Campbell, Shakespeare ' s " H i s t o r i e s " , p . 10. 
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•*>̂ .'-. ?: T \-another play from accurately being labeled a history nlay, ihe] 

a few significant studies of the use of chronicle sources in plays 

which are called histories. Host of these studies v/ere written v/ith 

somiething else in mind, but they nevertheless contain the necessar;̂ ^ 

information for one studying the percentage of actual chronicle fact 

in the plays that claim to be history plays. 

Perhaps the most helpful study of Shakespeare's use of Hall and 

Holinshed was published twenty years ago by Robert Adger Law.^ Law's 

article contains charts of 1̂, £, and 3 Henry VI, v/hich show, scene by 

scene, the use (or nonuse) of chronicle material in those plays by 

Shakespeare. Since one of them is most likely the first English 

history play, and since v/e have said that the distinctive mark of a 

history play is its dependence upon chronicle fact, a review of law's 

study can be illuminating. We will concentrate on 1 Henry VI; it 

seems the most likely candidate for the position of number one among 

history plays. 

Geoffrey Bullough says that "I Henry VI is not so much a chronicle 

play as a fantasia on historical themes." This estimation about the 

play has been a popular one, but a close look at the play belies the 

statement. What Bullough, and those whom he has influenced, fails to 

111̂  
•A 

Robert Adger Law, "The Chronicles and the Three Parts of Henry 
VI," Texas University Studies in English, XXXIII (1954), 13-32. 

7 
See chapter three below. 

S, Geoffrey Bullough, editor, Narrative and Dram.atic Souî ces of 
Shakespeare, Vol. Ill (London, 1960), p. 25. 



68 

recognize is that among the many admitted changes in tact in the play 

is a careful and conscious attempt to structure it around chronicle 

material. Changes there are, but they are the changes that everyone 

agrees are necessary to convert historical data into a form appropri

ate for the stage. Furthermore, v/hen one views the play from, the 

standpoint of how much fact is included in it, rather than how much 

is changed, the actual chronicle content is astonishing. 

Law notes that there are fourteen m̂ ajor changes in and among the 

scenes of the play. The number seems high, and one might v/rongly 

assume that the playwright was not concerned about the amount of 

chronicle substance in his play. On the other hand, v/hen the drairatic 

necessity of these changes is understood, a quite different perspec

tive of the dramatist's work emerges. A good example is the fictional 

loss of Orleans and Poictiers in the first scene of the play, heither 

of these two French location*: had even been in English possession; 

furthermore, Shakespeare compresses the time that the losses in this 

scene took from three years (1427 to 1450) to a length of time v/hich 

is unspecified, but v/hich is reported in a moment by a single messen

ger. A. S. Caimcross says that "The entry of this and the 'other' 

messengers . . . with news of successive disasters is modelled on the 

beginning of Job, with which this passage is com.parable for cumulative 

dramatic effect. . . . The collocation of losses . . . is typical of 

Shakespeare's technique of telescoping historical events for dram.atic 

effect."^ 

^Caimcross (ed.). The First Part of King Henr>- VI, p. 7. 
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Along with a growing admiration for the m.an.nor in which Shag/.e-

speare has altered his sources v/hile preserving their spirit, there 

comes a grudging appreciation for his attempt to lirlt himself as 

much as possible to his chronicle sources, which m.eant imposing 

dramatic order on the m.assive amount of data with v/hich he v/as deal

ing. Instead of lingering over the number of changes, one begins to 

admire the impressive degree to v/hich chronicle fact has been utilized 

in almost every facet of the play's structure. 

The fourteen changes fade into insignificance when one counts in 

Law's article a total of thirty-three major scenes in v/hich chronicle 

material has been adopted. In addition, that number can be consider

ably expanded. When one peruses the notes v/hich A. S. Caimcross 

appends to his edition of the play, he discovers over one hundred and 

thirty echoes from Shakespeare's chronicle sources. Hall, Holinshed, 

and Fabyan. 

Furthermore, some of the scenes in 1 Henry VI which Law labels 

as entirely fictitious actually have considerable basis in Hall. The 

scenes in the second act, all of which are termed fanciful by Law, 

illustrate the point. The first scene of Act two is a fine example: 

the historical data in it come from pages 142-143 in Hall. Shake

speare has merely taken what Hall records about the capture of Le i'ans 

and has applied it to a fictitious capture of Orleans, v/hich was never 

in English hands. Likev/ise, scene tv/o of the same act comes from page 

145 in Hall. The invitation by the Countess of Auvergne is pure fancy, 

but the remainder of the scene has a historical basis in chronicle 
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fact. The invitation, though fictitious, serves important drax.atlc 

functions. It makes possible a demonstration of Talbot's ability to 

defeat the strategy of a m.ere woman, thus, m.aking his defeat by the 

evil, supernatural forces of Joan more sinister. It is demonic power 

v/hich the chronicles insist aided Joan in her triumphs over the In.g-

lish, represented by the invincible Talbot in the play and made pos

sible by another compression of time, since the lifetimes of Joan 

and Talbot were far apart. 

The third, fourth, and fifth scenes, the final three of the act, 

are all fictitious, but nonetheless there are links betv/een some 

words and phrases in the play and Hall. For instance, the terror of 

Talbot's name for the French, as recorded on page 230 of Hall, and 

the reference to Talbot as a "second Hector" (Hall, p. 227) in lines 

16 and 19, respectively, indicate the care to keep even his inventions 

in the play as close to chronicle truth as possible. Law misses all 

of these, and more, chronicle sources for the play by too severely 

limiting himself to a comparison of it with Holinshed, a not uncommon 

mistake. 

Although 1 Henry VI has a reputation of being largely unhistorical 

(which is not true, as we have seen), the remaining tv/o plays of the 

tetralogy do not have similar reputations. Of 1 Henry VI, Law says 

that it "is more notable for its departures from historical fact as 

set forth in the chronicles than for its dependence on those sources"; 

but of 2 Henry VI, He concludes that "As a whole, the play is close in 

basic fact to the chronicles, particularly in its following the order 

m 
11 
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of time." He only notes ti-iree episodes whicn do not have a basis 

in Shakespeare's chronicle sô .n̂ ces. Hall, Holinshed, and Grafton; and 

one of these, the death of Winchester and his confession of .m'order 

comes in great part from Hall, whom Law again overlooks in his search 

for details through the chronicles. 

Even though Law limits him.c:elf to a closer study of Holinshed 

than of Hall, in 3 Henry VI he can find only five changes in the 

historical data. Even in those five, hov/ever, he does not discover 

that they all have some basis in Hall, either by the expansion of a 

suggestion by Hall or by only slight deviation from Hall's account. 

Examples of Shakespeare's using a suggestion from Hall occur in scenes 

four and five, v/here Richard fights Clifford and the King sees a 

father kill hn.s son and a son kill his father (Hall, pp. 255-256). 

An example of only slight deviation from Hall can be found in Act 

five, scene four, v/here Margaret and the Prince urge their forces 

into battle. Far from being entirely fictitious, as Law suggests, 

the scene has its base in pages 298 and follov/ing in Hall; and Caim

cross points out that the version in Shakespeare is actually "much 

12 
closer to that of Commines than to Hall or Holinshed," a source 

which Law omits entirely. In the play, therefore, there are only two 

10 Law, "The Chronicles and the Three Parts of Henry VI," pp. 16 

and 24. 

•̂ Ŝee Hall's Union, pp. 210-211. 

12^ . Caimcross (ed. ), The Third Fart of King Henr^- VI, p. 127 



72 

firm deviations from chronicle fact into artistic fancy, not the five 

v/hich Lav/ supposes. 

Law concludes that "Parts 2 and 3_ are kept m.ore rigidly in the 

13 
framework of fact." One certainly must agree w-ith him here; but 

when he also states that 1 Henry VI "is largely built of romance," 

that is, "created wholly out of the poet's imagination . . . with no 

basis v/hatever in history," we can only be puzzled. Even by Law's 

reckoning, only fourteen fanciful episodes out of a total of forty-

seven scenes is hardly "largely . . . romance"; in fact, it is a mere 

third of the play. Further, Shakespeare seems to have been arriving 

ever closer to his apparent goal of building a drama out of chronicle 

fact. In the three plays, his number of evident changes decrease from 

fourteen (v/hich is the maximum admitted by Lav/), to three, and finally 

to two. Whatever he attempted in his later plays, these earliest of 

his histories show him making a careful effort to restrict his plays 

to the inforaiation available to him in his chronicle sources, thus, 

to put the chronicle histories on stage. If he was less successful 

in his first attempt, in relation to the other two plays, he was still 

far more successful than anyone else had ever been before. 

In order to see how faintly chronicle material appears in plays 

which are commonly described as history plays, and to notice how all 

of the critics who make these descriptions themselves deny the primxicy 

•""-̂ Law, "The Chronicles and the Three Parts of Henry VI," p. 32, 

^^Ibid. 
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of that chronicle material in these plays, one will do v;ell to ŝ rrvey 

at least one of them, Edward II. Marlov/e's play probably has the 

highest rating of nonShakespearean dramas among critics v/ho recognioe 

other history plays than those by Shakespeare. 

The critics v/ho examine Edward II are unanim.ous in. their agree-

15 ment that I'arlowe zeroed in on a single aspect of that king's reign 

They further agree that the play wdldly distorts Holinshed's chronicle 

upon which it is based. Boas observes that the distortion and the 

emphasis in the play on Edv/ard's infatuation v/ith Gaveston, and later 

the Spensers, are related: "v/hile Holinshed in his detailed account 

of Edv/ard's reign gives only limited space to Gaveston, Marlowe makes 

him the centre of the first half of the play." 

Charlton and V/aller, who have (l suppose) the definitive edition 

of the play, admit its lack of historicity. In their notes they refer 

to no less than twenty-three changes in Holinshed's account of Edv/ard 

II's reign—in the first act alone. The remaining acts are similarly 

far from chronicle fact; as Charlton and Waller say, "unhistorical it 

certainly is." Examples of the many telling liberties v/hich Mnrlov/e 

l^See Briggs, Marlowe's "Edv/ard II", p. ci; Ribner, "Marlowe's 
Edv/ard II and the Tudor History Play," p. 245; John Bake less, Chris-
tonher Marlowe: The Man in His Tim.e (New York, 1937), pp. 187-194; 
Frederick S. Boas, Christopher Marlowe: A Biographical and Critical 
Study (Oxford, 1940), pp. lV2-iyi; H. B. Charlton, and R. D. V/aller, 
editors, "Introduction" to Edward II (New York, 1930; reprinted 1966), 
p. 31; and Craig, "The Origin of the Historj^ Play," p. 6. 

•"•̂ Boas, Christopher Marlowe, p. 175. 

•̂ '̂ Charlton and V/aller, Edward II, p. 31. 
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took v/ith his cin.-onicle source are the fanciful treatm.ent of Gaveston 

and the Spensers, not to mention the Mortimers. L'.âoLOv.e does not even 

attempt to keep his list of characters historical: he invents Light-

born, both the character's name and his function as murderer in tht: 

18 

play. So little attention to chronicle fact hardly justifies call

ing the play a history, as so many critics continue to do, while ad

mitting that it is really more tragic in form. 

Whereas Shakespeare based his first history plays on chronicle 

fact, Marlowe, though going to a chronicle for his dramatic idea, 

fails to preserve that chronicle's fact in his play; and, thus, he 

fails to compose a "true" history play. Edv/ard II is merely a 

"fayned" history. Here, again, the distinction betv/een Shakespeare's 

plays and other pla;;,''s v/hich are said to be histories is that his his

torical drama concentrates on staging the chronicle fact at his dis

posal, rather than merely on containing some chronicle fact that is 

almost incidental to the play in which it appears. 

Tudor Conceptions of the Form 

The Tudor age was an age of experimentation in literary forms. 

That a nev/ dramatic genre v/hich emphasized English chronicle material 

should develop during the period could be expected, especially v/hen 

it is also remembered that the time was full of national sentiment 

and national consciousness. It was also a time which was conscious 

of the variety of its literary forms. Wellek and V/arren have v/itnessed 

18 Ibid., p. 49n. 
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to the fact thai 

The seventeenth and eighteenth centuries are 
centuries wMch take genres seriously; their critics 
are men for whom genres exist, are real. That 
genres are distinct—and also should be kept dis
tinct—is a general article of Neo-CIassical faith. 
But . . . v/e find little consistency or even av/are
ness of the need for a rat.ionale.l9 

In drama, at least, this av/areness of genre surely cam.e from the six

teenth century. 

As v/e have seen, Elizabethans v/ere quite well aware of distinct 

dramatic genres. Very little v/ork has been done in this area of the 

English Renaissance, but there is much that could be done. Shake

speare's company, for instance, v/as authorized to present "Comedies, 

Tragedies, histories, Enterludes, m.oralls, pastoralls, Stageplaies, 

and Suche others liite as Theie haue alreadie studied or hereafter 

„20 
shal vse or studie, . . . . This list of dramatic genres is 

fairly common in Tudor literature, and each of these orders has a 

discoverable stage history. "Com.edies, Tragedies, histories" are 

undoubtedly the chief genres of Tudor drama; they almost invariably 

head Elizabethan and Jacobean lists. In their most basically dis

tinctive traits, which are probably what made them distinguishable 

to the Tudors, they are fundamentally different: a comedy is a play 

"^\ellek and V/arren, Theory of Literature, p. 229. 

^*^Chambers, Elizabethan Stage, II, 208; see, also, p. 137 for a 
similar list. V/ith the exception of "tragedy" the same list aptears 
in an authorization written for one of the Boy's Companies (p. cS in 
Chambers). 



with action that ends happli.y for the main characters; a traged;/ is 

a play with action that ends unhapoily for the main characters; and 

a history is a piny with action that dramatized chronicle fact and 

event, v/hether that fact was actually known by the drair.atist to be 

true or not. To the Tudors, then, a history play was not different 

from a comedy or a tragedy in its form, but in its content. 

By mixing tragedy and comedy, just as life does, a history could 

treat its- characters favorably or unfavorably, could end their lives 

happily or unhappily. It is essentially a kind of tragicomedy in 

v/hich more or less comedy or more or less tragedy could be utilized 

in bringing chronicle fact to the stage. A history play, then, is 

closer to actuality in its presentation of life than its tv/o parents, 

comedy arid Ira-geû . Since the pastoral (rorr.ance) also mixes som.e 

tragedy and some comedy into its plot, hov/ever, the tragicomic aspect 

of the history, as many of the other traits that it shares v.uth other 

dramatic genres, is not really a distinctive one. 

The particulars in the above definitions are quite simple, but 

they seem to have been valid for the Tudors. As V/ellek and Warren ex

plain. Renaissance and Neo-classical men seem not to have cared much 

about the "rationale" of their generic distinctions; they merely ac

knov/ledged the obvious. The obvious, like the simple answer, is 

often too easy to overlook. Herein, perhaps, lies the difference be

tween early and irodem literary critics: the one admitted the obvious, 

and the other seeks to discover complexities. Much valuable v/ork has 

been accomplished in modern criticism, but its Hegelian view of genres 
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has limited its recognition of the obvious and simple distinctions be

tween certain dramatic classes, especially between the history play 

and other dramatic kinds. As Charles V.liitmore says, keeping clear 

the differences between dramatic kinds is the chief function of liter-

• +V, 21 ary generic theory. 

Common recognition of the differences between a tragedy and a 

com̂ edy or a tragedy and a history, therefore, has at its root a pro

found simplicity. That fact, and that alone, accounts for the im.-

plicit understanding that has at a deep level of consciousness always 

existed among those v/ho discuss dramatic genres. It is the common 

ground of agreement. In part, at least, Shakespeare appeals to this 

awareness on everyone's part when he has Polonius begin his list of 

dramatic genres with "tragedy, comedy, history, pastoral. . . . " It 

may v/ell be argued that the remainder of the list is mere fun, but 

the first four categories are so well documented in the Tudor age that 

22 
their acceptance is beyond question. 

The simplicity that lies at the heart of genre recognition on a 

21 See pages 56-57 above, 

^^Nicoll attempts to account for some of the other items on the 
list in Hamlet, but he is not thoroughly convincing in his conclusions 
His paper is nonetheless of singular importance. Some of his conjec
tures are intriguing; for instance, he infers that Tudor dramatists 
were av/are of the genres they were creating and controlled, at least 
to some extent, the labels applied to their title pages. "Tragical 
History" first appears in the title of Hamlet, and is first m.entioned 
in the list of Polonius: "tragical-historical." liicoll made a simi
lar suggestion about the use of "plâ -" for the first time in the 
titles of John Heywood's five early dramas. Hopefully, more work in 
the area of Tudor genres v/ill be forthcoming. 
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universal basis is perhaps nov/here more obvious than in Tudor refer

ences to the history play; therefore, Tudor conceptions of the ilstory 

as genre are v/orth a closer look than they have received. In an. essay 

on the histor;̂ ^ play, F. P. V/ilson made a helpful observation about 

Tudor awareness of it as a genre, v/hich though not so stated by him, 

further indicates that that awareness recognized the essentiaJ.ly fac

tual nature of the genre. Of Sir George Buc, "historian as v/ell as 

blaster of the Revels," V/ilson says that he 

indignantly altered the title of his copy [of 
Greene's Scottish Histoiy of James the Fourth, 
slain at Flodden] to read 'The Scottish Historic 
or rather Fiction of English & Scottish matters 
comical'.^3 

As Master of Revels, Sir C-eorge determined the acceptability or non-

acceptability of plays for public presentation; and his co.vn.ent about 

Greene's purported, but in actuality not, history reveals an av/areness 

of the accepted boundaries of the history play in his day. Greene's 

play was obviously more fiction than fact. 

Not only was the history play based on fact, but it was also fact 

and fact alone that allowed it consideration as a dramatic genre dis

tinct from other dramatic classes. The point is further emphasized 

in some remarks by Johi: Stowe in his Survey of London (1598). Stowe 

wrote that "'Of late time in place of those Stage playes, hath beene 

vsed Comedies, Tragedies, Enterludes, and Histoires, both true and 

fayned. '" Stov/e thus recorded his av/areness that am.or̂  the Tudors 

^\ilson, "The English History Play," p. 3. 

"̂̂ See Chambers, Elizabethan Stage, II, 363. 
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histories were believed to be based on chronicle, thus acl-owledged, 

fact, whether that fact was actually historical or not. Excessive 

fictitious treatment, as in Greene's James IV or ilariowe's Edward II, 

might be labeled a history by a dramatist (Marlowe did not so do) on 

his title page (possibly in an attempt to cash in on the potularity 

of the type), but a title did not mke genre—content did. If the 

content was derived almost entirely from fact, the plâ y- v/as a bona 

fide history; if the content was derived primarily from fancy, the 

pla;̂ ^ was not a "true" history: it v/as a "fayned" history, a play that 

pretended to be, but v/as not, a history. 

The influence of the tv.̂o schools of historiography that developed 

in the Renaissance is apparent here. The rhetorical school produced 

feigned histories, and the pragm.atic school produced true, or actual, 

25 
histories. In drama, the histories, so-called, v.hich developed out 

of the University Drama of the rhetorical school never were, and never 

pretended to be, real history plays. It is only the historical drama 

which was influenced by the pragmatic school that earned the right to 

be called "true" histories, to use Stov/e's term. Mnrlov/e, Greene, 

and the other university dramatists were at a distinct disadvantage 

here: they had been trained to write in the rhetorical tradition. 

Shakespeare had not. 

Because of these reasons, until there actually v.̂ ere history plays 

being v/ritten and produced in the theatres, there had never been 

25 See pages 46-52 above. 
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occasion to refer to the earlic^ d-rar-Q-̂  ̂ ^ v,.;̂ ,̂..• , 

^ ^1-^ c;aj.j.xi_ arama.':> as iiisuonxes: evervone ̂ n̂ v̂/ 

they were not. V/ith the appearance of the histories, themselves, in 

the late 1580's to early 1590's, hov/ever, it becâ ne necessaiy to refer 

to drama which pretended to present chronicle fact as "fayned," or 

"fictitious," and to distinguish those kinds of pretended histories 

from "true," or merely "histories." Not everyone v/as aware of the 

distinction between actual histories and fancied histories, perhap.;, 

but the more perceptive descriptions of Tudor dram.a by contemporary 

critics like Sir George Buc and John Stowe clearly indicate an av/are

ness of the distinction. 

Shakespeare himself left evidence in some of his plays that his 

concept of a history play v.̂as also of a play which depended upon re

corded fact for its content. Kamlet, for example, says to Polonius 

just after the famous generic list, "Good my lord, v/111 you see the 

players v/ell bestowed? Do you hear, let them be well used; for they 

are the abstract and brief chronicles of the tim.e" (Hamlet 11.11.545-

547). The words chosen by Shakespeare for Hamlet here appeal to the 

relation of chronicle to fact and to the ability of players to present 

that fact on stage. Hamlet wanted the actual history of his father's 

death to be displayed, not a feigned history. Otherwise, he could not 

catch Claudius in the trap that he had set for him. Hamlet had ob

tained his chronicle fact from the ghost of his father. 

Other referen.ces in Shakespeare suggest the sam.e bias. In the 

Induction to The Taming of the Shrew, a character advises the audience 

to "look in the chronicles" (lnd.i.3-4) to test the validity of the 
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story about to be presented. The play, of course, is not a histocy, 

but Shakespeare seeks verisimilitude for it by reference to chrcoicle 

fact. He thus uses the same tectmique employed by Greene in his title 

for James IV. Again, in A Midsummer-Night's Dream (I.i.132-134), 

LySander lamients. 

Ay me! for aught that I could ever read. 
Could ever hear by tale of historv, 
The course of true love never did run smjoth 

The appeal is once more to common recognition of the factual, that is, 

the actual, nature of history as opposed to the fanciful nature of 

26 
story. 

What exactly factual material on the stage suggested to the ludors 

can also be determined from their docum.ents. The Induction to A I'i'ivn-

ing for Faire Women describes one of its three characters as "Hystoi'ie 

with Drum and Ensigne." The emphasis is upon v/arfare: the rolling of 

a drum is a call to miuster; and the raising of the ensign is a re

minder of patriotic identity. This aspect of the history as genre has 

not gone unnoticed. Early in this century, Sir J. A. R. Marriott 

quoted John Richard Green's complaint about the histories that they 

were primarily episodic and used too much "drum and trumpet. .,27 
In 

PA 
I nowhere discuss in th i s study the use of ' 'history" by the Tu

dors to mean merely "story." This use has been widely documented a l 
ready. I t comes from the French h i s t o i r e , "s tory." The use of "his
tory" v/hich I am concentrating on, and v/hich l i e s in the background of 
the h i s t o r y pla^', com.es from the Greek and Latin term h i s t o r i a , ' ' in
quiry , observation" into and of fact that i s accepted as t r ue . 

^'^J. A. R. Marriott , English History in Shakespeare (London, 1918), 
p . 13. 
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1777, Maurice Ivforgann dlsirdssed the importance of 1 Henry VI by desig

nating it "'that Drum and trumpet Thing' (An Essay on the Dramatic 

Character of Sir John Falstaff)."^^ More recently, F. P. V/ilson re

ferred to this characteristic of the histoiy as the "ingredient of 

. . . the clash of arms. ,,29 He observed that 

Of Shakespeare's ten plays on English history and 
his three plays on Roman history only Henry VIII 
lacks a battle—if we except Richard II v/here 
there are alarums but no excursions, and in that 
respect, as in so many others, it is uncharacter
istic.30 

From the earliest appearance on stage of the history play, the 

special treatment of its factual material v/as also recognized by the 

Elizabethans. Perhaps the earliest reference to the history play as 

drama appeared in Johja Florio's Second Fruits (l59l). A conversation 

in this v/ork of criticism noted not only that the history v/as an ac

knov/ledged Tudor genre, but also that some of its traits v/ere knov.ri, 

but not liked by classical theorists: 

G. And then after dinner we will go see a play. 
H. The plays that they play in England are not 

right comedies. 
T. Yet they do nothing else but play ever^^ day. 
H. Yea, but they are neither right comedies, 

nor right tragedies. 
G. How would you name them then? 
H. Representations of histories, v/ithout any 

decorum. 31 

^^Caimcross, "Introduction," The First Part of king Henry Vi, p. 

xxxviii. 

^^Wilson, "The English History Play," p. 3. 

3°ibid. 

-̂ •̂ See Herrick's Tragicomedy, pp. 215-216. 

m 
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Besides the traces of Johui Lily's Etichorrythia here, th;e lines show 

that Florio, as a transplanted Italian, was sensitive about the cia.-s-

ical unities: the history play v/as not careful about them; it did not 

adhere to the decorum of place or time or character, whnlch Florio ex-

32 
pected in drama. Undoubtedly, Florio had been influenced by the 

critical theory of the rhetorical school of historiography. It was 

that school which insisted on decorum in all things. The failure of 

the history plays to keep the classical unities is, again, not a dis

tinctive trait, but it is important in showing that the rhetorical 

school was being disregarded in the writing of drama as v/ell as in the 

writing of history. 

Florio's remarks further suggest that histories v/ere seen as mix

tures of comedy and tragedy ("neither right com.edies, nor right trag

edies"), thus, as English tragicomedies. Here, then, is the tragi-

33 
comedy which Irving Ribner suggests that the Elizabethans recognized. 

Although Ribner uses his argument to insist that the history play was 

not a genre to Elizabethans, it clearly was not only a dramatic form 

to them, but also a form which they called, though not exclusively, 

tragicomedy. 

"̂ ^The l i nes also reveal the considerable popularity of the h i s 
t o r i e s in 1591. Taken from Henslov/e ' s Diary, another remarkable fact 
can be aligned with Florio to indicate that the histor^^ was indeed 
qui te popular during 1591. Henslowe noted that harey the v; was per
formed—and at considerable prof i t v/ith respect to otner p lays—thir 
teen times (and i f we add harey of cornwell, three more times) that 
year . Robert Greene's d ia t r ibe against Shakespeare i s understandable 
for one v/hose OV.TL drama was not doing so v/ell on the popular sta£;e. 

-̂ -̂ Ribner, The English Histor^^ Play, pp. 25-26. 
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^^ The Defence of Poesie, 5:aid to have been written about 152^, 

though not published until 1595 after Sidney's death, Sir Philip Sid

ney discussed both tragicomedy and the limitations of a poet dealing 

v/ith historical fact: 

But . . . all thyr Playes be neither right Trage
dies, nor right Com.edies; m.ingllng Kings and 
Clovmes, not because the matter so carrieth it, 
but thrust in Clownes by head and shoulders, to 
play a part in maiestlcall maters, with neither 
decencie nor discretion: So as neither the ad
miration and commiseration [pity and fear], nor 
the right sportfulnes, is by their mungrell 
Tragycomedie obtained.34 

Sidney was probably referring to plays purporting to be tragedies or 

comedies, not to histories, but he v/as referring to drama. 

The fact that Tudor v/orks often circulated among friends and in

terested persons before they v.'ere ever published m..akes the verbal 

similarity betv/een Sidney and Florio quite interesting. Florio may 

have read The Defence. His remarks are certainly reminiscent of Sid

ney's (either he read Sidney, or they both read the same source). 

Florio, moreover, could v/ell have been speaking about Shakespeare's 

histories (the first of them is knov/n to have appeared sometime around 

1590 to 1592). If Florio did have Shakespeare in mind, his descrip

tion indicates to us again that the chief mark of a history play in 

Shakespeare's day was its reliance on chronicle fact, the kind of 

35 
literary fact nearest to life, v/hich is tragicomic in nature. 

-^See Elizabethan Critical Essays, Vol. I, edited by G. Gregory 
Smith (London, 1904; reprinted 1967J, p. 199. 

^^In his posthumous article on the history play, Hardin Craig made 
the same point: "elementally history plays m.ay be either comic or 
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In the midnle of the present century, Hardin Craig oba/nv.d tl.at 

"there Is no avai lable c r i t e r ion [for identiryini^- real h i s to r ies ] 

un t i l plays begar. to deal actual ly and fai thful ly with his tory . "'^^ 

Flor io '3 comuv.ents v.̂ ere cer ta in ly directed toward sc::.e play (or plays) 

that he had seen, and the popularity of vlhahcspeare's V.^vr:j VI plays 

jus t pr ior to the publication of F lor io ' s re: .arks i s es ' -b l ished fact . 

That the tv/o events ai'e m.ore than a coincidence seems reascnabi.o to 

assume. 

Sidney also comm.ented on the l imitat ion of a h is tor ian to his 

f ac t s : "the Historian . . . is so tyed, not to v/hat shoulde bee but 

to what i s , to the par t l cu le r t ru th of things and not to the general 

reason of th ings , tha t hys exampi.e drav/eth no necessary consequence 

. . . ." Sidney further s tated that "the Historicn, bo^md to t e l l 

things as things v/ere, cannot be l iber a l l (v/ithout hee wi l l be poet i 

c a l l ) of a perfect pat terne , but, . . . shev/ dcoings, some to be l iked, 

37 
somie to be misliked." But, Sidney continued, the poet had "al l . . . 

38 
vnder the au thor i t i e of h is penne"^ ; he could do to his ir^iterial v/hat
ever needed to be done in order to m.ake i t appealing to his readers. 

t r ag i c in significance and s t i l l be history plays, jus t as h âirnn l ives 
m.ay"be." See "The Origin of the Histoiy Play," p . 5. 

^^Craig, ''Shahospeare ani the History Play,'^ p . 56. 

'̂ '"''see in ELizahethan Cr i t i c a l Essays, I , 164 ^z:^- 168. 

^^Ibid. , p . 169. 
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In puttinr histoiy on the stage, Shakespeare combined ihe best possihl: 

good od botn profession. ̂  into a unified artistic enc-.avor: as a (oar-

tial) historian, he depended upon his chronicle sou;-c-s for tne fact 

and event of >iis plot; and as a pact, he selected from that fact and 

event whatever would n:t.ke it theat/'ic-lly appealing (ooth adding ID it 

and rearran:-ing it, v/hen necessary, for his artistic ]̂ -;rposeo). 

The history play, then, was actually a metacrana: a drama wMcn 

placed on.ly a thin veil between its audience and chronicle history, as 

Elizabethans understood and accepted chron-'cle histo/pn The veil v/as 

there, but it was transparent, neveaiing on stage the chronicle ma

terial behind it. In the 'hnntter'' of the plsy, the scale of bal?j':ces 

between fact and fiction indicated that chivoiicle material had the 

chief role. History was there for its ov.n sake, as it v/as in the 

pragriatic school of historlograri y. It v/as not to be used to enhance 

some tragic, comic, .moral, or pastoral plot, but to present the actual 

stuff of life as it is, v/ith all its various combinations of tragedy, 

comedy, and rom.ance. As the Tudors conceived of it, the iiistory play 

was history on stage, tho\;,gh so/.iowhat m.odlfled, or veiled, by the 

dramatist. 

To Shahospoare, a t l e a s t , the use of clannnicle material in a 

]-i-^tcn' plcy v/as of nnirre iL.nortance, not some incidental use, but a 

pa 'or u:-̂ e. I t i s at l ea s t possible that the hlitabethans derived the 

idea of the h is tor / n'i.ay t} ins presented, and that they considered that 

kind of play a d i s t i nc t ly new genre, from watching performances of 

Shakesneare's f i r s t English liistory plays. 



CiLAPTER I I I 

TKi: QUESTION OF ORIGIh 

L o c a t i n g t h e f i r s t h i s t o r y p l ay t o appear in England i s as d i f f i 

c u l t and c o n t r o v e r s i a l a s the q u e s t i o n of g e n r e . One cani only a t tempt 

somie s p e c u l a t i o n s . As i s no t t h e case w i t h r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e h i s t o r y 

as a dranrat ic t;>'pe, t h e r e a r e few r e f e r e n c e s t o a c t u a l h i s t o r y p lays 

i n t h e l i t e r a t u r e of Tudor England. Am.ong c r i t i c s , oi c o u r s e , t h e r e 

have alv/avs been c e r t a i n f a v o r i t e s . 

In i t s s e a r c h f o r t he o r i g i n of t h e h i s t o r y i n the e a r l y i r o r a i l -

t i e s , t h e Tudor s c h o o l of c r i t i c i s m has always had some f a v o r i t e a:."ong 

t h o s e m o r a l i t i e s a s t h e " p a r e n t of t h e e n t i r e b r o o d , " as T. S. Eliou 

b e l i e v e d Tlnomas L e g g e ' s Richardus T e r t i u s t o b e . The Tudor school 

has a l s o championed B a l e ' s Kynge Johan and S a c k v i l l e and Nor ton ' s 

2 

Gorboduc; b u t , a s e x p l a i n e d above, t h e s e p l ays a re h a r d l y more than 

pure m o r a l i t i e s , t h e one us ing i t s h i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l t o promote a 

r e l i g i o u s b i a s and t h e o t h e r , a p o l i t i c a l one . Legge ' s p l a y , v / r i t t e n 

a f t e r Gorboduc i n 1579 /80 , i s bv a l l a ccoun t s a Senccan t r a g e d y , bul 

i t i s un ique i n t h a t i t has no pronounced moral o r p o l i t i c a l b i a s . In 

•""T. S. E l i o t , " I n t r o d u c t i o n , " Seneca: His Tenne T raged i e s (B^ 
i n g t o n , I n d i a n a , 1964 ) , p . x l v i i i . 

riLOor 

^See pages 46 -47 above. 
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this respect, and because of its popularity, Richardus Tertius may be 

the nearest antecedent of Shakespeare's histories, though not itself 

a history. Another play, the first part of I.arlowe's Tamburlaine, is 

pure heroical romance (or melodrama), and is always treated as such 

until the question of its relation to the history play is mentioned 

(when it suddenly becomes a history); but, again, its popularity makes 

it a formidable influence on efforts to treat history in drama, a 

triumph which only Shakespeare seems to have successfully accom.plished. 

Because of difficulty in dating them or because there is now no 

consensus about their dates, certain other plays are less easy to 

dismiss. Since there are problems associated v/ith their authorship 

and dates, however, the claim.s of these plays as the first English 

history play are less than assured. One of them, The Life and Death 

of Jack Straw, cannot v/ith any certainty be dated before the appear

ance of Shakespeare's histories, and, more importantly, is actually a 

morality play which treats the evils of civil rebellion without strict 

adherence to actual fact. 

Not moralities, but again, not authoritatively dated are The 

Troublesome Reign of John King of England and The Famous Victories of 

the Shrev/ from The Taming of a Shrew and his King John from The Trouble

some Reign of John King of England. Now, however, Just the opposite 

opinion is gaining acceptance. Both of the other plays are seen as 

See page 8 above for a listing of works which discuss the prob
lems associated with these plays. 

h-fi 
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pirated editions of Shakespeare's plays; thus, they follow rather than 

precede it. Schelling believed that The Famous Victories (c. 1588, 

though the date is not at all certain) ought to be considered the 

oldest of the history class of plays.^ His conclusion may well be 

the case, but, again, the uncertain date of the play precludes making 

that suggestion anything more than a possibility. 

Schelling also believed that "There is nothing to show the exis

tence of a play prior to the year 1580 which exhibits" the character

istic emphasis of a history play on the dramatization of chronicle 

fact. This emphasis upon the relation of chronicle fact to the his

tory play is the most consistent requirem.ent advocated by scholars; 

however, because the number of Tudor plays v/hich have some basis in 

chronicle fact is so large as to make the question of the origin of 

the history play completely unmanagable, the result of misguided ap

plication of that emphasis has been that a.lmiOst every play in six

teenth-century England v/hich contains any number of historical figures 

and events has been accepted as a chronicle play. On this point, 

scholarship needs to be more restrictive. 

Between Schelling's conjectured date of 1580 and the first extant 

mention of the history play as an order in Tudor drama by John Florio 

in his Second Fruits (1591), only the first of Shakespeare's history 

plays can be dated with certainty. Of immense help in determining 

^Schelling, The English Chronicle Play, p. 40. 

.̂ -it 

^Ibid., p. 16. 
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t h e i r dase ai-e the notat i r :ns n heno.towe'o t n ^ y , ;n:ich record t h e i r 

popu la r i t y throughout 1591, the p ra i se offered by Thomas I^ash 'n h i s 

Piei'ce P e n n i l i s s (1592) for the Talbot scenes in 1 Pieory VI, and t-:e 

animosity evohed from Robert Greene, as evlconned in h i s parody o:̂  a 

l i n e i n 2.i3£i^l-l;L ( l - ^ v . l 3 7 ) t h a t v/as published in h i s Greenes 

Groats-wo nth of niUe^ (1592). 

The appearance of t he Henry VI plays by 3iof/.espeare at or j u s t 

before the pub l i ca t i on of F l o r i o ' s v.'ork m.ahes a good case for those 

p lays as the o r i g i n a l s of the genre. Hanc:Ln Craig has sa id tha t 

The dramatic form i s and has alv/ays been assoc ia ted 
v/ith Shalee3pea:'-e. Indeed, to t h i s day there are 
few In'story plays except those of Shakespeare: ce r 
t a i n l y Slndiespeait!'s h i s t o i y play.^ and pla^ys imi t a 
t i v e of them, v/ i l l include them a l l . I t i s poss ib ly 
Shakespeare 's form of the ciram.a.^ 

One hard ly Imov/s v/here e l se to look for a h i s t o i y play bes ides to 

those of Shakespeare. 

There sim.p.ly seem to be no poss ib le h i s to ry plaps v / r i t ten by co:y-

one i n Tudor England which t r e a t chronicle fac t for i t s ov/n sake, 

r a t h e r than for some excess ively d idac t ic or romantic b i a s , e a r l i e r 

than those h i s t o r i e s plays composed by Shahespeare. F. P. Y/ilson has 

s t a t e d t h a t " there i s no ce r t a in evidence t ha t any popular dramat is t 
7 

before Shakespeare wrote a play based on English h.istory." In a 

final analysis of the genre, V/ilson remarks 'hat '̂ iy conclusion is, 

6 Craig, "The Origin of the History Play,'" p. 5. 

'''F. P. V/llson, innlowe and the Early Shahespearc (Oxford, 1953), 

p. ICK;. 
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though I am frightened at my own temerity in saying so, that for all 

we know there were no popular plays on English historj^ before the 

Armada and that Shakespeare may have been the first to v/rite one."^ 

Wilson reacts to those critics "who speak of the popular English 

Chronicle play before Shakespeare" by insisting "that they cannot see 

it because 'it is not yet in sight'."'^ Today, Hardin Craig and A. S. 

Caimcross, along with other recent critics, have joined V/ilson in his 

estimation. 

There are only four plays by Shakespeare v/hich may be dated either 

before or during 1591, our ascertained dividing line: those plays are 

King John and the Henry VI trilogy. 1 Henry VI probably has more 

evidence to support its claim as the first of the histoid" plays, but 

even here, dating has not been decided v/ith absolute assurance. The 

Henry VI plays, taken chronologically, are presently dated anywhere 

from 1589 to 1592 and King John from 1588 to 1593. Since tremendous 

controversy still rages over King John, it seems more critically 

sound at the present not to speculate about its place in the Shake

speare canon. Of the remaining three plays, regardless which one may 

be demonstrated in the future to be actually first in composition or 

even in presentation, one of them v/ill surely be vindicated someday 

as the very first English history play. At the moment, it would appear 

that 1 Heniy VI has the inside track. 

^ Ib id . , p . 108. 

9,„. V/ilson, Marlov/e and the Early Shakespeare, p . 106. 
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CHAPTER IV 

A FINAL ASSESSIvIENT 

Although the problems of genre and origin which surround the Eng-

lish history play may never be settled to everyone's satisfaction, 

some aspects of those problem.s ought now to be less controversial. 

For one thing, the witness of Tudor documents and Tudor playwrights 

reveals that the men in Shakespeare's day were very much aware of 

generic distinctions and that they considered the history to be a 

legitimate dramatic kind. For another thing, they viev/ed it as the 

representation of chronicle m.aterial on the stage. 

Despite sincere attempts by m.embers of the Tudor school of criti

cism to prove that the history play is unified by didactic (whether 

moral or political) biases, no one of them, as is becoming increas

ingly apparent, has been entirely successful. Neither has any one 

of them conclusively shov/n that Shakespeare's purpose in writing his 

histories was to teach specific moral or political lessons. Unless 

an artist specifically indicates his "purpose," as does Spenser about 

the Faerie Queene in his letter to Raleigh ("to fashion a gentleman") 

and Î tLlton in Paradise Lost ("to justify the ways of God to man"), no 

generic definition is possible by the use of an intangible like "pur

pose," v/hich varies in the eye of the beholder. 

Although there are moral and political lessons in the history 

92 
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plays attributed to Shelcespeare, as well as in his other dramas, 

those lessons are of incidental, not primary, concern. His histories 

are free from the emphases of the rhetorical school of historiography 

upon didactic them:es. To the contrary, Shakespeare's practice re

flects the interests of the pragmatic school of historiography in 

fact for its ov/n sal̂ e. Like those devotees of the pragmatic school 

who were gaining increasing acceptance in his day, he presents from 

chronicle facts them^selves the natural lessons which history teaches, 

v/ithout forcing those facts into some narrow m.oral or political 

biases. As a dramatist, he does not hesitate to change chronicle 

fact to enhance the theatrical presentation of his chronicle sources, 

but his changes do not distuib the basic arrangement of that fact in 

Hall, his m.ain chronicle source. Even though he v/as v/riting dramas, 

not chronicles, he limits imaginative intrusions into his chronicle 

material to a bare minim.um, alv/ays preserving, to a: remarkable degree, 

the sanctity of the original data. Alone among his fellow dramatists, 

he does not deal fancifully v/ith his sources, not even to the rela

tively lindted, but still distorted, degree employed by Marlowe when 

he rewrote Holinshed's chronicle history about the reign of Edward II. 

Quite apart from its content of chronicle material, as drama, the 

Shakespearean history play was also influenced by the episodic tradi

tion of the miracle plays, the moral or political didacticism of the 

morality plays, the political climate of his day, including the swell 

of nationalistic spirit after the defeat of the Armada, the parts if 

not the whole of the era's world picture, and the Judeo-Christian 

i I ha 
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traditions of an emerging V/estem nation with roots both in Luther 

and in Loyola. Since these elements v/ere present in m.ost of the drama 

of Shakespeare's da;̂ ,̂ it should be no surprise to find that he used 

(or, rather, included) them in his plays, but in all of his plays, not 

just in his histories only. To go further, and to suggest that the 

presence of these elements in Shakespeare's historical drama can in 

whole or in part aid us in defining the English history play brings 

nonessential and, more importantly, nondistinctive traits into the 

definition. 

The v/itness of the Tudor documents and dram.as, v/hich reveal an 

awareness of the history as a distinct genre som.etim.e after the pub

lication of Shakespeare's plays, also suggests, though less certainly, 

what the Tudors accepted as the characteristics of the kind. Their 

notions, though quite simple, are quite clear. 

A history' play, for the Tudors, was distinguished from either 

tragedy or comedy by its almost exclusive dependence on chronicle 

fact for both the broad outlines and the minute details of its plot 

and characters. The literary influence of the rhetorical school be

comes obvious when the dramatic aspects of the history play are con

sidered. As Irving Ribner and others have shov/n, chronicle or history 

to the rhetorical school of historiography during the Renaissance need 

not necessarily contain actual fact; myths and legends were accepted 

as being as historical as raw fact. As a dramatist, Shakespeare had 

justification, which modem historians v/ould deny the Renaissance 

historian, to alter fact as foimd in the chronicles. V/hether the fact 

i [̂  
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which he altered was actual fact or not, Shakespeare may not have 

known or perhaps even have cared. He used what v/as considered to be 

history in his day, and gained the name "history play" for his ef

forts. In using the chronicles, he freely added, changed, or deleted 

material to clothe the chronicle history before him with an appropri

ate theatrical dress. He even invented some m.aterial when his artis

tic purposes required him to do so, but his creative intrusions into 

the chronicle material are kept at a nanimunn His Tudor contempo

raries clearly viewed his sources as facts of history, whether they 

were or not, and they expected to find such histor;̂ ^ in a history play. 

From the citations v/hich v/ere presented out of Tudor works in 

this study, it seem̂ s certain that the Tudors also expected history as 

a dramatic form to contain m.artial themes, political dilemmas, and 

matters of national rather than private interest. These are simple 

demands, but they are enough, when combined v/ith the main interest of 

the plays in chronicle fact, to make them distinctive. Ringing 

speeches, battle scenes (whether on stage or mierely reported as in 

Richard II), and studies of the political dilemmas of public men and 

women were the accepted subjects of histoiy by the rhetorical school 

of humanistic historians during the Renaissance; and these same lit

erary ingredients may also be found in Shakespeare's history plays. 

Because they are also found in his other drairia, as well as in drama 

by other playwrights v/hich does not concentrate upon chronicle fact 

(and therefore is not part of the genre history play), however, these 

elements are not distinctive. 

r̂  
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In opposition to the rhetorical school, Shakespeare broke the 

laws of decorum by mixing "high" and "low" characters in his his

tories: a notable instance being the significant part played by Joan 

la Pucelle in 1 Henry VI, which the rhetorical school would never 

have considered worthy of m.ention in a history. Decorum v/as a serious 

matter to the rhetorical school. There is even a story about a 

Renaissance painter v.ho refused to include the camels In his picture 

of the flight to Egypt by Joseph and Mary with the baby Jesus. Shake

speare also broke another dictum of the rhetorical school by his im

partial and objective treatment of his chronicle material, except 

where the demands of the theatre m.ade sm.all changes necessary. 

The famous "Catalogve" in the First Folio with its division of 

Shakespeare's plays into "Comedies, Histories, and Tragedies" accu

rately reflects those dramas as seen by Shakespeare, his company, and 

his contemporaries. The long-standing dispute over the validity of 

the generic distinctions in the list arranged by Heminge and Condell 

has never ceased precisely because the fundamental differences among 

the three kinds cannot be explained away. For the Tudors and for 

audiences and critics ever since, the list in the Folio confirms a 

deep-seated suspicion that there is indeed a fundamental difference 

among the dramas which Shakespeare wrote. The Folio merely recognizes 

what we have seen: that the history play was viewed as a distinct 

genre during Shakespeare's day. 

•̂ See Burke, p. 106. 
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The arrival of tliese historical dram.as on the scene in Elita-

bethan England at the moment in v/hich they v/ere probably first per

formed was no accident. Perhaps no other period in v/estern cultui'e 

contains drama v/ith so much emphasis upon matters of public interest. 

England of the sixteenth centur;v̂  v/as a special time, a time intoxi

cated by a budding national consciousness. Political speculation, 

intrigue, and display were almost national sports. Then, as nov/, 

kings, presidents, and prime ministers v/ere and are public figures; 

their courts, offices, and cabinets were and are of public interest. 

Of necessity, much of v/hat they do, because of its essentially public 

nature, is a play perfoi-med before an audience—in a specialized 

sense, a "game," a garae that "kynges" play. Ceremony, ritual, proto

col, and decorum are the very fabric of public life, and these "mat

ters" are invariably performed in public. Hardin Craig has obser\'ed 

that "Real history v/ould appear in the discharge of kingly duties, in 

2 

the discharge of his office, legal, social, and political." These 

duties are the province of the histor;̂ ^ play as Shakespeare wrote it, 

and they are presented only by him with "realism of method," as also 

suggested by Craig. 

To Shakespeare, then, belongs the distinction of fathering the 

English history play. By his apparent interest in the presentation 

of chronicle material to the exclusion, as much as possible, of other 

matters, he wrote English histories which v/ere fundamentally different 

^Craig, "The Origin of the History Play," p. 6. 
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from any of the drama which preceded him. 

Out of the excitement and public interest which had been aroused 

by the defeat of Philip's Invincible Arm.ada, but perhaps som.ewhat un

intentionally, Shakespeare put together the essential ingredients of 

v/hat has ever since been recognized as a bona fide genre, the English 

history play. It is also v/orth noting that, if this thesis is cor

rect, some of the very earliest plays which have been identified as 

Shakespeare's v.̂ ere stunning artistic feats, a class all by themselves. 

Under the direction of an unknovvn and perhaps untried play.vright's 

hand, something which had not previously existed cam.e almost full 

bloomt into life. On the "brazen" world of almost amiorphous events 

in some of the chronicles, and by sidestepping the unhistorical 

biases of some of his dramatic predecessors, Shakespeare imposed the 

"golden" v/orld, which Sidney considered to be the special contribu

tion of poets to their time. 

In effect, Shakespeare raised his chronicle material to its 

highest potential by inforjning and coloring it with his artistic 

imagination. If he had lived to see it, Sidney would certainly have 

agreed, in spite of his apparent dislike for the tragicomedies of his 

day. By his artistic perspective, Shakespeare arranged raw, episodic 

chix)nicle material into the symmetrical beauty of a new form. It was 

a happy marriage between chronicle and theatre, but certainly a sur

prising one: history and drama on the same stage, with the special 

interests of each satisfied. The effect has baffled Shakespearean 

commentators ever since. 
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