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Numerous plays survive from early modern Oxford and Cambridge, but scholar-
ship neglects them and instead focuses on the plays written by Shakespeare and
his contemporaries for the professional playhouse. Daniel Blank’s book is a valu-
able addition to a small but growing body of research that pays serious attention
to university plays. His concern to connect these plays to those of Shakespeare
does, of course, reinforce Shakespeare’s centrality to theatre history, but Blank
also, in the process, argues rightly that university drama has a much more import-
ant role in that history than is generally acknowledged.

Blank’s goal, he explains, is “not to identify sources, but to show how Shake-
speare’s plays look different in light of zhe very existence of university drama” (9),
and the book generally succeeds in producing “interpretations that are illuminat-
ing, even in the absence of absolutely irrefutable knowledge about influence” (9).
Most of the contemporary material about the university plays that Blank deploys
is not new, but his discussion of it will offer the uninitiated a useful introduction
to the antitheatrical debates, among other topics. More importantly, the book’s
fresh study of this material, building on the work of other scholars, too, adds
nuance to interpretations of some of Shakespeare’s plays, thereby proving Blank’s
concept.

The first chapter acknowledges the breadth and variety of academic drama
before introducing the large-scale university plays on which the study will con-
centrate. Thomas Legge and William Gager are the main playwrights under dis-
cussion. Their works were performed but also circulated in manuscript and print,
increasing the possibility that commercial dramatists had access to them. Blank
suggests that Legge’s Richardus Tertius, which was performed at Cambridge in
1582, is “an indirect, rather than a direct, influence” on Shakespeare’s Richard 111
(23). In particular, Legge may have inspired Shakespeare’s practice of portraying
“representative members of the populace” in his histories (25). Legge almost cer-
tainly influenced Gager, the Oxford playwright whose works were performed
with spectacular stage effects (of which eyewitness accounts survive), and Blank
argues that these plays may have alerted Shakespeare to “the impressive produc-
tions of the university stage” (37). If Blank’s suggestion here is a little vague and
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