
,tJU

Varg Award Citation Text
Professor Donald M. Rosenberg

June 1992
(348 Words)

For more than twenty years Professor Donald Rosenberg has been

bringing MSU students under the spell of the immensely difficult and

immensely rewarding poetry of John Milton, the greatest English Renaissance

poet after Shakespeare.

His students tell us that Professor Rosenberg has accomplished the great

task of helping them find the life and strength of Milton's poetry by being

the "best lecturer they've ever seen." They say that he communicates "a

passionate enthusiasm for Milton's texts, making [the texts] seem incredibly

immediate." They note that Professor Rosenberg's lectures are "beautifully

crafted, packed with information, but above ail exciting and thought

provoking."

Professor Rosenberg's students emphasize just as strongly that their

teacher has significantly helped them develop their own abilities to think,

speak, and write about the literature he teaches. Professor Rosenberg is

very good, they say, at creating a "real interchange" among the students in

the class and that he does so by both "challenging" and "respecting" students'

ideas. They stress that Professor Rosenberg gives them just the right

amount and kind of personal attention. One student, for instance, says that

he always has the feeling that every paper he writes for Professor Rosenberg

he is writing with Professor Rosenberg. Another student notes the hard

work Professor Rosenberg gives to his students' writing by observing that "if



one walked the length of the second floor of Morrill Hall between nine and

three and peeked into open offices, the most likely sight was Professor

Rosenberg, puffing his pipe and slowly and meticulously working through a

stack of papers."

Professor Rosenbergs students also speak of the gentle but deep

dedication he brings to his teaching, noting his "patience and the constancy

of his good humor" as well as his "quiet integrity" and his commitment "to

the real life of the university."

All of his students agree that Professor Rosenberg is someone who

possesses in abundance the intelligence, dedication, and sensitivity they look

for in a teacher and that he matches these virtues with a seriousness,

thoughtfulness, and kindness that has helped them understand the value of

their work as students of literature.



30 April 1992

To the Selection Committee:

One of the pleasures of returning to Michigan State was to
join as a colleague someone whom I had respected greatly as a
teacher. Sitting in Don Rosenberg's classes in the early
eighties was one of the highlights of my undergraduate career.
As I begin my own career as a university professor, I often find
myself thinking back to what happened in his classrooms as a
standard and pattern for my own teaching.

Perhaps the best indication of my admiration for Dr.
Rosenberg is the fact that I enrolled in three of his courses (he
was the only MSU professor with whom I took more than one
course), and always felt that I had more to learn from him. As a
freshman, I first watched him lead a large Milton course. Dr.
Rosenberg communicated a passionate enthusiasm for Milton's
texts, making them seem incredibly immediate, and at the same
time teaching us through that sense of immediacy to respect their
historical difference. That is a trick managed only in the best
scholarly criticism in our field. Both in that course, and later
in a graduate seminar on Spenser and Sydney, Dr. Rosenberg taught
me more about reading historically than I later learned in my
graduate career at Oxford University.

But the course that I would describe as truly formative in
my training—both as a scholar and as a teacher—was an honors
seminar in the epic. I occasionally hear from other students
from that seminar; even those who have not gone on to scholarly
careers still speak of the course as a major influence on the way
that they think about reading. The dynamics of the course seem
to me in retrospect a model of the undergraduate classroom. Dr.
Rosenberg was both challenging and respectful of students7

opinions; students enthusiastically initiated much of the
discussion, encouraged by their professors' perceptive comments
about the material. And just when you felt that you had mastered
a text, Dr. Rosenberg threw out an unexpected interpretation
which made you reexamine your assumptions. That kind of real
interchange is rare in the classroom, and it has affected my own
view of what education can be.

As I see him as a colleague, one of the things I most admire
about Dr. Rosenberg is his quiet integrity, his refusal to be
involved in personal self-promotion. That is one of the reasons
I am so pleased to help in nominating him for the Paul Varg
Alumni Award. Those who are committed to the real life of the
university often get overlooked in favor of those who have
"flashier" careers. Dr. Rosenberg is one of the people who makes



Michigan State an institution recognized by students for its
quality instruction. While at Oxford, I was always grateful for
the training that prepared me for a challenging graduate program.
A large part of that gratitude is directed toward Dr. Rosenberg.
I hope that your committee will help to give him that wider
recognition he so greatly deserves.

Judith Stoddart
Assistant Professor of English
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30 April 1992

To: Selection Committee for the Paul Varg Alumni Award

Everyone remembers their great teachers, especially those who
become teachers. After graduating from high school, I spent thirteen
years as a university student. The first five were for a B.S. and B.A.,
the next three were for law school, and after practicing law for five
years, I returned to graduate school at Michigan State for an M.A.
and Ph.D, in English, I have had a lot of teachers, and out of ail the
teachers I have had since I started school, I consider nine of them to
be great. Donald Rosenberg is one of them.

I first met Donald Rosenberg when I returned to school for my M.A.
in 1982. I took his class, Glorianna and the Courtier, and despite my
prejudices, found myself getting pulled into the English Renaissance,
It was a marvelous course, that not only introduced me to several
important texts, but to the romance of the Renaissance- No one did
more than Donald Rosenberg to help me develop a "historic
imagination." He helped us not only to enter a text, but a time and
place, and an alien viewpoint. After this course, I took his two
Milton classes, 17th Century Prose, which was one of the best courses
I have ever had, and a course on Herbert and Bunyan. I also sat in
one his Spenser courses. They were all wonderful. Under his
influence and that of Philip McGuire, I decided to abandon the idea of
doing an American Lit. dissertation and went with the Renaissance.

Without getting into a Petrarchan catalog of virtues, I'd like to talk
specifically about what makes Donald Rosenberg a spectacular
teacher. First, he was the best lecturer I've ever seen. In his
undergraduate Milton and Spenser courses, he lectured about 90% of
the time. These lectures were beautifully crafted, packed with
information, but above all, exciting and thought provoking. A
straight lecture is one of teaching's most difficult challenges. I don't
do it often. They take a tremendous amount of preparation time, and
it is hard to perform consistently well. Professor Rosenberg lectured
brilliantly class after class, yet we never had the sense the
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communication was one way. He was able to excite so much thought
so quickly that just keeping up was a very active form of
participation; yet, the lecturers were very clear. I had the sense that
what I was learning was of tremendous moral importance for the
twentieth century; the foundation of Don's teaching was humanism,
and it is the critical stance which still carries the most weight with
me.

When Professor Rosenberg taught a graduate seminar, his approach
was completely different, and he was an equal master of the
student-centered, discussion-based classroom. Here, through class
discussion, he really trained us to read texts. My fellow graduate
students and I were always impressed by the work that he put into
grading our papers. His comments were not only copious but directly
on point. I think I can speak for many people when I say that no
one helped my writing more, with written comments, than Donald
Rosenberg. He was indefatigable at this. If one walked the length of
the third floor of Morrili Hall between nine and three and peeked
into open offices, the most likely sight was Don Rosenberg, puffing
his pipe, slowly and meticulously working through a stack of papers.

The last thing I would like to mention is Professor Rosenberg's
civility. I, and everyone else who took his graduate courses, got
tremendous support and encouragement from him. He gave students
I knew second and even third chances to get things right. This cost
him extra work, and he was generous with his time. His office
conferences were formal, but very congenial. On special occasions, he
brought cheese and fruit and even a little wine and opera to class.
He gave me a vision, not only of the Renaissance, but of what life as a
teacher of Renaissance literature ought to be. I am happy to be able
to say thank you. I try to incorporate Donald Rosenberg's ideals and
dedication into what I do.

Sincerely,

Craig Bernthal
Chair, Department of English
California State University, Fresno
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East Lansing, Michigan 48823
28 April 1992

Selection Committee
Paul Varg Alumni Awards
College of Arts and Letters
Linton Hall
Michigan State University
East Lansing, Michigan 48823

Dear Members of the Committee:

I'm pleased — delighted, more exactly — to be asked to
write a letter nominating Donald Rosenberg for the Paul Varg
Alumni Award. I've had Dr. Rosenberg for four classes at MSU, at
the master's, doctoral, and undergradute level (which I took for
gradute credit); in addition, Dr. Rosenberg is directing my
dissertation. My pleasure stems from knowing this letter will
honor, at some level, a most deserving yet most self-effacing
scholar and teacher. In a profession where self-aggrandizement
can be the norm, Dr. Rosenberg stands as an example of how the
profession ought to be run — on dedication, sincerity, a clear
love of the work (he even made me passionate about John Milton),
and a very refreshing humility.

Having had Dr. Rosenberg at every program level, I should
start with how impressed I am with his teaching ability and
techniques. First, his course design: the syllabus lays out the
entire term, at a reasonable pace and amount of work, and is
progressively designed; that is, the course material is organized
so that present material builds on the previous. In the case of
my seventeenth century poetry seminar on Herbert and Bunyan, the
final weeks of the class were extremely fruitful because Dr.
Rosenberg planned discussion of how Bunyan continued (and
rejected) an English religious tradition carreid on by Herbert.
This is not an isolated example. Every class I've had with Dr.
Rosenberg has had this careful integration and design, not only
in what is taught, but how, when, and why.

I cannot say (to his credit, I think) a great deal about Dr.
Rosenberg's skills as a lecturer. His classes aren't so much
lecture-driven as they are discussion-driven. One of the things
I've enjoyed most about his classes is his use of seminar papers,
that is, having his students make short presentations on various



topics throughout the entire term, from which the class
discussion springs. Thus he turns a great deal of the class over
to students, allowing us_ considerable control over the course
material, course material coming out of our own work rather than
from his lecturing. A seminar with Dr. Rosenberg is truly a
seminar — probing discussion of issues, generated by students as
much as by him.

(The exception to the discussion model are his undergradaute
courses, in which Dr. Rosenberg rightly lectures, clearly laying
out contexts for students who, in unfamiliar territory, need
them. Even so, the course I took for graduate credit was
remarkable in that discussion was still a major component of the
hour.)

I've also been impressed with Dr. Rosenberg's ability to
create a true atmosphere of intellectual inquiry. I realize that
sounds rather lofty and overly "academic"; perhaps an example
will make the point clearer. Dr. Rosenberg set up his doctoral
level seminar on Spenser's The Faerie Queene with one specific
goal in mind: to look at this bewildering, marvelous work from as
many critical stances as possible. Thus, we grad students
presented short seminar essays on various passages and themes of
the work: new historicist approaches rubbed elbows with feminist
theory critiques, structuralist examinations jostled up against
Freudian character studies (or, what one colleague referred to as
her "psycho-sexual-literary-let's-blast-Spenser paper.") I myself
ran the gamut — one very traditional sources and analogues
study, one using Marxist critical theory, another from a "reader-
response" point of view. We learned as much, perhaps, about the
ways to talk about literature as we did about Spenser, and Dr.
Rosenberg encouraged, really facilitated, this kind of dialogue.

This is an even more impressive feat when considering how we
tossed out and argued theories and theses that he, or we, didn't
agree with or even know fully. (It is fashionable, perhaps, to
assume that we in literature should be comfortable and accepting
of all theories. Nonsense. To Dr. Rosenberg's credit, he is as
biased in his approaches as — well, as 1_ am; his historical and
cultural approaches are scholastically impeccable, unfashionable
as they may be, being "traditional"; and he clearly sees its
value, its real need, particularly for the teaching of
undergraduates.) But though he stands firm with approaches that
work well for him, he is open to and accepting of the validity of
alternative approaches and encourages our own work in them. Never
did we feel we couldn't say something, thanks to the dynamics he
set up. We all felt comfortable about arguing, really arguing
about the ways of reading, politely and fairly — but very
freely.

To further that issue, I think it's most important to praise
Dr. Rosenberg for his ability to know how much help to give, and



to know when to get out of the way. This is a rather touchy1

business, knowing how much direction is the right amount.- Some
professors, for example, set their students up to write the
papers that they, the professors, want to read, and nothing else
will do. Still others are too casual in their demeanor, urging
the student to "just go to the library and see what's out there
on the subject." Dr. Rosenberg, thankfully, knows precisely how
to strike the balance. On the one hand, when I needed help on my
dissertation proposal, trying, to think of ways to pull together
poets from three vastly different periods. Dr. Rosenberg has
directed me to the books that have proven invaluable, and then
maked himself available to discuss my ideas, regardless of how
half-formed they were. On the other hand, in his Milton course, I
wrote an essay about the connections between Baroque music and
Milton's poetry. This was, for Dr. Rosenberg, somewhat unfamiliar
territory, but when I assured him of what I wanted to do and how
I would explain the unfamiliar musical terminology, he stepped
aside and let me get at it, delighted I would go out on a limb
and teach him something (which I hope I did). This balance is
unusual, and I've seen it over and over in his courses and
interactions with his students.

Of course, knowing where to send students requires knowing
what's out there. Dr. Rosenberg had astounded, and still astounds
me, on his knowledge of his, and other, fields, from suggesting
which specific studies — of the very many — on Herbert's poetry
might be useful for a single point in an essay I was preparing,
to suggesting I check out Hooker's Laws of Eccliastical Polity
for dealing with a rather difficult point in a chapter of my
idssertation I haven't even begun writing. (For that matter, he
gave me the specific chapter citation —'in a work that is
densely difficult — which "might be useful." Of course, it was.)

And his own scholarly work continues apace. Though he is.
somewhat reticent about raising the point in his Milton class,
his own Oaten Reeds and Trumpets is an excellent study of
Milton's connections and debts to classical literature,
particularly the pastoral, and he is, I believe, at work on
another Milton study. He, in fact, recently told me that he and
his wife have taken up Hebrew, so that they may read Scripture in
the original. "We're nearly through Genesis," he said, then
explained that he figured anyone working with biblical materials
as he did should probably have a go at Hebrew. I look forward to
see this incorporated into his teaching, as it will be.

Finally, Dr. Rosenberg is highly encouraging toward his
student's own professional development. He has suggested on my
various essays not only their strengths and weaknesses (unlike
many, he is quick to praise the strengths), but also words
criticism in terms of "Here's what you might do if you were, say,
to consider sending this out for a conference or publication."
This is a sort of code for, "You should consider sending this


