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MEMORIAL RESOLUTION
CHARLES RUSH FORKER
(March 11, 1927 — February 15, 2014)

Soon after he joined Indiana University’s Department of English in 1959, Charles Forker
expressed his disappointment with the state of Bloomington restaurants. He remedied the
situation the same way the new Assistant Professor conducted his professional business — by
decisiveness and hard work, two traits that would mark his long and distinguished career as a
scholar of Elizabethan drama. He bought The Joy of Cooking and began preparing meals for
himself and for his friends. By the time Julia Child’s famous volumes on French cooking
appeared, his dinner table had become a focus of attention that was famously as instructive as
it was social. Charles was a strong proponent of paying precise attention to the texts. He
brought to the complex recipe the same respect and scholarly diligence that he brought to the

Renaissance text, traits that helped to make him a first-class editor in his field.

After serving from 1945 to 1947 in the US Army Medical Corps in Germany — one day he
was detailed to stand guard in the courtroom during the Nuremberg trials — Charles entered
Bowdoin College and took a BA in 1951. He took a second BA and a Master’s degree at Merton
College, Oxford, as a Fulbright fellow before completing his PhD at Harvard University in 1957.
He taught for two years following his doctorate at the University of Wisconsin, and came to
Indiana University in 1959. He quickly established an international reputation as himself as an

editor and scholar in the field of studies in the drama and theater of the English Renaissance.

As a leading authority on modern textual principles established by W.W. Greg and
Fredson Bowers, Charles became known as a rigorous editor and bibliographer of Renaissance
texts. His first book (1964), a revision of his doctoral dissertation at Harvard, was a critical, old-
spelling edition of James Shirley’s play, The Cardinal. 1t was followed by a critical edition of
Henry V in the Blackfriars Shakespeare series (1971). Later he produced three other notable
editions — of Christopher Marlowe’s Edward 11 (1994), George Peele’s The Troublesome Reign of
King John (2011), and Shakespeare’s Richard 11 (2002).
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Of Charles’ steady production of notes, reviews, and commissioned essays, fifty were
major articles. Two of his perceptive contributions for Shakespeare Quarterly (1963) and
Shakespeare Studies (1965) were such favorites that other scholars chose to reprint them in five
separate collections. Of the ten books Charles published during his career (four of them after
his retirement from IU in 1992), his most ambitious, and his own favorite, was a meticulous
study of his favorite dramatist contemporary with Shakespeare: Skull Beneath the Skin: The
Achievement of John Webster. This imposing work, hailed as a landmark study upon its
appearance in 1986, sealed his authoritative reputation as scholar and stylist. One reviewer
judged the book to be “meticulously and majestically done.” Harry Levin, an eminence in the
study of comparative literature, praised its “scale” of “thematic overview” and “the range of
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structural detail” missing in all previous writing on Webster. It remains the definitive study of

John Webster, just as one critic, J.E. Parsons, declared it to be when it was published.

Charles chose ten of his most compelling essays for a volume, Fancy’s Images: Contexts,
Settings, and Perspectives in Shakespeare and His Contemporaries (1986). In several of these,
the focus was on another of Charles’ great scholarly interests — dramaturgy in Elizabethan and
Stuart plays. Explored with verve and rigor are such topics as the garden emblem, mimesis and
its links to the theatre, metaphor and stage-consciousness, antithetical conceptions of the
monarch, and the ambivalent needs for intimacy and emotional attachment in the Elizabethan
family. Diverse as these essays are, they all involve the relationship of the dramatic structure of

the writer’s texts to the conventions of theatrical technique in performance.

Charles’ fondness for theatrical technique carried over effortlessly from his scholarly
publications to the classroom, where the Forker performance became notable, especially
among undergraduates, who were treated to stage-worthy recitations of key passages that
enhanced the major Renaissance themes even as he lectured on the complexity, tone, and pace
of the texts. If his version of the character of Richard Il was his own favorite, the students
found his Henry V and Falstaff enjoyable experiences. One faculty member who taught the
standard undergraduate survey regularly invited Charles to give the lectures during the unit on
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the Shakespeare history plays. He observed the students’ “rapt attention” during discussion of
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many related topics: the nature and composition of the history plays, their historical
backgrounds, the concepts of the divine right of kings and the Great Chain of Being, and
Shakespeare’s notion of kingship itself. Despite the amount of material covered, one of “the
most refreshing aspects of his teaching style” was the command of pace: for all his evident
enthusiasm, “his presentation never seemed hurried.” In the summer of 2014 a reading
performance of Richard Il was presented by the Monroe County Civic Theater in the Third

Street Park in honor of Charles and in appreciation of his own readings of Shakespeare’s plays.

Although Indiana University remained his major academic affiliation, Charles was
frequently invited to lecture and teach at other institutions, such as the universities of Michigan
and Arkansas, Dartmouth College, the U.S. Naval Academy, Concordia University in Montreal,
and at World Centre of Shakespeare Studies in the United Kingdom. When his edition of
Richard Il was chosen as a school examination text for French students, Charles was invited to
lecture at the Université de Caen in Normandy. For several years before his retirement, he was
an annual visiting professor at Colgate University. He did research as a fellow of the Folger and
Huntington libraries, and spent every summer and every academic leave working in the Widner

Library at Harvard, the British Library, and other libraries in Europe.

In addition to serving on departmental and campus committees, Charles steadily served
his profession as a member of the editorial boards of several journals given to studies in
Renaissance and medieval drama. He read manuscripts for scholarly journals and trade and
university presses, and he chaired the program committee and served as Executive Director of
the Shakespeare Division of the Modern Language Association. In Bloomington he was a

member of the vestry of Trinity Church, to which he gave and devoted service.

We request that this memorial resolution be presented in the Bloomington Faculty
Council and be made part of its minutes. We also request that copies of the resolution be sent
to Professor Forker’s brothers, Dr. George N. Forker and Dr. Edson Lee Forker.

James Justus, Distinguished Professor of English Emeritus

Timothy Long, Professor of Classical Studies Emeritus
Donald Gray, Professor of English Emeritus



