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New historicism and cultural
materia Iism

New historicism
The term 'new historicism' was coined by the American critic
Stephen Greenblatt whose book Renaissance SeIfFashioninf(: from
M()re IQ Shakespeare (1980) is usually regarded as its beginning.
However, similar tendencies can be identified in work by various
critics published during the 19705, a good example being J. W.
Lever's The Tragedy oj State: A Study IIJ Jacobean Drama (published by Methuen in 1971, and re-issued in 1987 with an introduction by Jonathan Dollimore). This brief and epoch-making
book challenged conservative critical views about Jacobean theatre, and linked the plays much more closely with the political
events of their era than previous critics had done.
·A simple definition of the new historicism is that it is a method
based on the parallel reading of literary and non-literary texts,
usually of the same historical period. That is to say, new historicism refuses (at least ostensibly) to 'privilegc' the literary text:
instead of a literary 'foreground' and a historical 'background' it
envisages and practises a mode of study in which literary and
non-literary texts are given equal weight and constantly inform or
interrogate each other. This 'equal weighting' is suggested in the
definition of new historicism offered by the American critic Louis
Montrose: he defines it as a combined interest in 'the textuality
of history, the historicity of texts'. It involves (in Greenblatt's
words) 'an intensified willingness to read all of the textual traces
of the past with the attention traditionally conferred only on lit-
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erary texts'. So new historicism (as indeed the name implies)
embodies a paradox (and, for some, a scandal); it is an approach
to literature in which there is no privileging of the literary
(though we will see later that this statement requires somc
qualification).
Typically, a new historical essay will place the literary text
within the 'frame' of a non-literary text. Thus, Greenblatt's main
innovation, from the viewpoint of literary study, was to juxtapose
the plays of the Renaissance period with 'the horrifying colonialist policies pursued by all the major European powers of the era'
(Hugh Grady, in The M()dernist Shakespeare). He draws attention
to 'the marginalization and dehumanizing of suppressed Others'
(Grady) usually by starting an essay with an analysis of a contemporary historical document which overlaps in some way with
the subject matter of the play. Greenblatt himself refers to the
appropriated historical document as the 'anecdote', and the typical new historicist essay omits the customary academic preliminaries about previously published interpretations of the play in
question, and begins with a powerful and dramatic anecdote, as
signalled, for instance, by Louis Montrose, in the first sentence
of the essay discussed later: 'I would like to recount an Elizabethan dream - not Shakespeare's A Midsummer Nif(ht's Dream
but one dreamt by Simon Forman on 23 January 1597'. These
dramatic openings often cite date and place and have all the force
of the documentary, eyewitness account, strongly evoking the
quality of lived experience rather than 'history'. Since these hi~
torical documents are not subordinated as contexts, but are
analysed in their own right, we should perhaps call them 'cotexts' rather than ·contexts'. The text and co-text used will be
seen as expressions of the same historical 'moment', and interpreted accordingly. This process is well described by Richard
Wilson and Richard Dutton in the introduction to their collection
of essays New HistorlClsm and Renaissance Drama:
Where [earlier] criticism had mystified Shakespeare as an incarnation of spoken English, it lnew historicism! found the plays embedded in other Wrtlle1l texts, such as penal, medical and coloma]
documcnts. Read within this archival continuum, what they
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represented was not harmony but the violence of thc Puritan attack
on (''llrnivaJ, the imposition of slavery, the rise of patriarchy, the
hounding of oeviance, ano the crashing of prison gates during what
Foucault calico 'the Age of Confinement, at the dawn of carccral
society' I'carceral' comes from the Latin woro career, meaning a
prison I
(Wilson & Dutton, p. 8).

This succinctly conveys the tone and ambitions of new historicism, and the phrase about reading literature 'within the archival
continuum' is a vivid encapsulation of the method.

New and old historicisms - some differences
When we say that new historicism involves the parallel study of
literary and non-literary texts, the word 'parallel' encapsulates the
essential difference between this and earlier approaches to literature which had made some use of historical data. These earlier
approaches made a hierarchical separation between the literary
text, which was the object of value, the jewel, as it were, and the
historical 'background', which was merely the setting, and by
definition of lesser worth.
The practice of giving 'equal weighting' to literary and non-literary material is the first and major difference between the 'new'
and the 'old' historicism. As representative of the 'old' historicism
we"could cite E. M. W. Tillvard's The Elizabethan World Picture
(1943) and Sha.kespeare's l!istory Plays (1944), books against
which new historicism frequently defines itself. These books
described the set of conservative mental attitudes (to society, to
the deity, to the created universe, etc.) which Tillyard saw as typifying the Elizabethan outlook and reflected in Shakespeare's
plays. The 'traditional' approach to Shakespeare (through to the
1970s) was characterised by the combination of this historical
framework, with the practice of 'close reading', and the analysis
of 'patterns of imagery'.
A second important difference between old and new historicisms is encapsulated in the word 'archival' in the phrase 'the
archival continuum' quoted earlier, for that word intlicates that
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new historicism is indeed a historicist rather than a historical
movement. That is, it is interested in history as represented. and
recorded in written documents, in history-as-text. Historical
events as such, it would argue, are irrecoverably lost. This
emphasis bears the influence of the long-familiar view in literary
studies that the actual thoughts, or feelings, or intentions 'Jf a
writer can never be recovered or reconstructed, so that the real
living individual is now entirely superseded by the :iten:ry text
which has come down to us. As it were, the word of the past
replaces the world of the past. Since, for the new historicist, the
events and attitudes of the past now exist solely as writing, it
makes sense to subject that writing to the kind of close analysis
formerly reserved for literary texts.
Incorporated into this preference for the textual record of the
past is the influence of deconstruction. New historicism accepts
Derrida's view that there is nothing outside the text, in the special sense that everythmg about the past is only available to us in
textualised form: it is 'thrice-processed', first through the ideology, or outlook, or discursive practices of its own time, then
through those of ours, and finally through the distorting web of
language itself. Whatever is represented in a text is thereby
remade. New historicist essays always themselves constitute
another remaking, another permutation of the past, as the play or
poem under discussion is juxtaposed with a chosen document, S'J
that a new entity is formed. In this sense the objection that the
documents selected may not really be 'relevant' to the play is disarmed, for the aim is not to represent the past a:; it really was,
but to present a new reality by re-situating it.

New historicism and Foucault
New historicism is resolutely anti-establishment, always implicitly on the side of liberal ideals of personal freedom and acC/:pting and celebrating all forms of difference and 'deviance'. At the
same time, though, it seems simultaneously to despair of the survival of these in the face of the power of the repressive state,
which it constantly reveals as able to penetrate ar.d taint the fr:'lst
intimate areas of personal lite. This notion of the S~atc as al>pow-
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erful and all-seeing stems from the post-structuralist cultural historian Michel Foucault whose pervasive image of the State is that
of 'panoptic' (meaning 'all-seeing') surveillance. The Panopticon
was a design for a circular prison concci ved by the eighteenthcentury utilitarian Jeremy Bentham: the design consisted of tiered
ranks of cells which could all be surveyed by a single warder positioned at the centre of the circle. The panoptic State, however,
maintains its surveillance not by physical force and intimidation,
but by the power of its 'discursive practices' (to use Foucault's
terminology - 'discursive' is the adjective derived from the noun
'discourse') which circulates its ideology throughout the body
poiitic.
Discourse is not just a way of spe'1king or wntIllg, but the
whole 'mental set' and ideology which encloses the thinking of all
members of a given society. It is not singular and monolithic there is always a multiplicity of discourses - so that the operatIOn
of power structures is as significant a factor in (say) the family as
in layers of government. Hence, contesting them may involve, for
example, the struggle to change sexual politics just as much as
party politics. Thus, the personal sphere becomes a possible
sphere of political action in ways which might well interest a feminist critic. Here, then, we might see grounds for political optimism. On the other hand, when political power operates in and
suffuses so many spheres, the possibility of fundamental change
and mmsformation may come to seem very remote.
On the whole, new historicism seems to emph?.sise the extent
of this kind of 'thought control', with the implication that
'deviant' thinking may become literally 'unthinkable' (or Imly
thinkabie), so that the State is seen as a monolithic structure :ind
change becomes almost impossible. foucault's work looks 3t the
i!lstitutions which enable this power to be maintained, such as
St<1I.C punishment, prisons, the medical profession and legislation
:<oout sexuality. Foucault makes a Jess rigid distinction than is
found i!l Althusser between 'repressive structures' and 'ideological structures' (sec Chapter 8). All the same, there is a clear
affinity between Gramsci's 'hegemony' (sec Chaptt:!' 8),
!\hhusser's 'intcrpe!lation' (see Chapter 8), and Foucault's 'discursive prilctices', since all of these concern the way power is
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internalised by those whom it disempowers, so tha~ 1; coes not
have to be constantly enforCf:d externally.
It should be added that new historicism, in spir(: of its foregrounding of the word 'historicism', really rcpn:scnts ? sign:fir~a:"
extension of the empire of ,iterary studies, for it enrolils ;f':-::;,~; ':';
'close reading', in the literary-critical manner, of on-l:tcrary
texts. Documents are seldom offered entire: instead an extract i~
made which is then subjected to intensive scrutiny. (C'.mte~tuai
isation of the document is usually mil1lmal, p~.!'~!j' :'5 a wr;~<;:r~y
ploy to increase its impact.) Further, little attention is paid to previous writing about the same text, as' if the adven, of nF;;w ;1istoricism has wiped the academic slate clean. Hence, this 1:, ~ ·;,ue
'words on the page' approach in which context is dispensed with
and the material then studied like the decontextua!;~ed, iSOlated
poems which 1. A. Richards offered for criticism 111 the ! 920s.
Thu.s, a single historical text is sometimes the so:e W;'I1CoS, :01',
say, 3. claimed change in attitude towards some aspcc: 0: sexuality. The interpretative weight thus placed upon a sing:e docu!T'cn:
is oft(;o very great. So we should not expect to find '-"<:: rnct'l'.,~S
of new historicism greatly valued or admired by histori~.ns. it 1S,
on the contrary, a way of 'doing' history which has a strong
appeal for non-historians.
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Advantages and disaav<lntages of new historicism
However, the appeal of new historicism is undoubtet!;y grcil:, for
a variety of reasons. Firstly, although it is found-:d up'Jn pas:structuralist thinking, it is wntten in a far more accessible way,
for the most part avoiding post-struc'.urillisr:l's e. ':J.~a(;ter· ~tlCany
dense style and vocabulary. It presents its data and '-'~(!Ws its conclusions, and if it is sometimes easy to challenge the way ~he data
is interpreted, this is partly because (as in the case of freud's t; caries) the empirical foundation on which the mtefp~('t4t.~;::n n:~t~
is made openly available fo; scrutiny. Secondly, the materia! :tse:f
is often fascinating and is wholly distinctive in the (:O:1tc>:< of' iiterary studies. These essays look and fee! different frof'1 'hos'~ ;:r<.:duced by any other critical approach and immediately r;ive the
literary student the feeling that nl,;w territory is bt~l:::g entered.
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Particularly, the 'uncluttered' 'pared-down' feel of the essays,
which results from not citing previous discussions of the literary
work, gives them a stark and dramatic air. Thirdly, the political
edge of new historicist writing is always sharp, but at the same
time it avoids the problems frequently encountered in 'straight'
Marxist criticism: it seems less overtly polemical and more willing to allow the historical evidence its own voice.

'Adolescent Mores' and Section two, 'Married Mores'.
Published historical data and social history of this kind should
provid~ an accessible source of 'co-texts' for the new historical
approach. Without by-passing the problems associated with
the method, you would in this way at least be able to sai,.,
'hands-on' experience of new historicism as a practicul
approach to criticism.

STOP and THINK

What new historicists do

'Doing' new historicism essentially involves the juxtaposition
of literary material with contemporary non-literary texts.
gut how would you attempt to set about doing this yourself,
rather than just reading published essays which use this
formula?
For instance, if you wished to use the new historicist
method for an essay about, say, a Shakespeare comedy where
would you look for suitable historical material? Then, having
found the material, what would be the format of the essay
itself?
I wouldn't want to gloss over the difficulties involved,
but here is a suggestion: Shakespeare's comedies are 'domestic'
in theme, and concern sexual mores, courtship, relations
betw~en men and women, and inter-generational conflict.
Hence, we would be looking for material on social and family
history.
A well-known relevant book would be Lawrence Stone's The
Family. Sex, and Marriage in England, i 500-1800 (Penguin,
1979). Chapter five, 'The Reinforcement of Patriarchy', has
useful material, such as Section 3, 'Husband and Wife', subsectioned into 'The Subordination of Wives' and 'The Education
of Women'. Chapters seven and eight are on 'Marriage and
Courtship', and Part five is on 'Sex'.
less well-known, but containing data similar to that u~ed by
the major new historicists, is Sex in Middlesex: Popular Mores in
a Massachusetts County. 1649-1699, Roger Thompson,
(University of Massachusetts Press, 1986). See Section one,

I. They juxtapose literary and non-literary texts, reading the
former in the light of the latter.
2. They try thereby to 'defamiiiarise' the canonic:?l literary text,
detaching it from the accumulated weight of previous literary
scholarship and seeing it as if new.
3. They focus attention (within both text and co-text) on issues
of State power and how it is maintained, on patriarchal structures and their perpetuation, and on the process of colonisation, with its accompanying 'mind-set'.
4. They make use, in doing so, of aspects of the post-structuralist outlook, especially Derrida's notion that every facet of
reality is textualised, and Foucault's idea of soci~J structures
as determined by dominant 'discursive practices',

,
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New historicism: an example
As an example of new historicism in practice let us t:l'c<e 4 clcser
look at an essay, not by Greenblatt, but by Louis Montrose. His
essay 'A Midsummer Night's Dream and the Shaping Fantasies of
Elizabethan Culture: Gender, Power, Form' appea:(~d originally
in the American journal RepresentatIOns, the 'house magazine' of
the new historicism, and is reprinted in Wilson and Duttoi1.
Montrose's famous definition of new historicism is that it centres
upon the historicity of the text and the textuality of history, ar:d
the essay might be seen as an embodiment of I.hat pronOUDcement. His overall thesis is that the play 'creates the cUltun: ~y
which it is created, shapes the fantasies by which it i~ shap(~d' (;:>.

-,
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130). Thus, the cult of the Virgin Queen is both fostered by literature like Spenser's The Faene Queen/' and a whole range of
court masks and pageants, and at the same time generates such
literature; life and literature stimulate and play upon each other.
Elizabeth can project herself as the Queen whose virginity has
mystical and magical potency because such images arc given currency in court masques, in comedies, and in pastoral epic poetry.
Conversely, the figure of Elizabeth stimulates the production and
promotion of such work and imagery. Hence, in this sense, history is textualised and texts arc historicised. A simple modern
parallel wouid be the way images of masculinity and femininity in
film pervade our lives and offer us ways of representing ourselves:
they give us 'role models' which we can become trapped inside,
so that real life mimics the filmic representation of life.
Montrose's essay also represents the edecticism of new historicism, for it draws upon psychoanalysis, especially freudian
dream analysis, and feminism. It opens with an account of Simon
forman's dream, already mentioned, in which Forman describes
an erotic encounter with the Queen, then an elderly woman: the
dream turns on the pun of 'wait upon' the Queen and 'weight
upon her'. Her dress is trailing in the mud and he offers to solve
the problem by causing her belly to lift ('I mean to wait upon you
not under you'). In the dream Forman has just saved the Queen
from being pestered by 'a weaver, a tall man with a reddish
beard', and Montrose interprets this as an Oedipal triangle. He
links this to the Queen's projection of herself as mother of the
nation, but also as a virgin who is openly flirtatious and provocative - Montrose quotes the French ambassador's accounts of her
extremely revealing style of dress ('She kept the front of her dress
open, and one could see the whole of her bosom' ... p. J 11). He
then relates all this to the tensions generated by the peculiar situation that a highly patriarchal society in which all power was
vt~stcd in men was nevertheless ruled by a woman who therefore
had absolute powers of life over all her subjects, men and women,
and the power to advance or end the careers of her male courtiers.
\n Shakespeare's play, there are several instances of a (~ueen who
IS 'mastered', ~lI1d thereby feminised
Hippolyta, the ArnazonJan
Q.ueen, has OtTn defeated by Theseus, whom she must now
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submit to and marry: Titania, queen of the fairies, h;lS defied bel'
husband Oberon in her attachment to the changding boy and
hence is humiliated by him in having Puck administer the magic
potion which makes her fall in love with the first being she sees
on waking. Throughout the play, there is much abc'ut toe rights
of fathers over daughters and husbands over Wives, anG ~he precondition of male desire is female subjection. The 'hap?y' ending
depends upon the reinforcement of patriarchy:

'.

.~

The festive conclusion of A Midsummer Nt{iht '.I Drea1ll, its cciebration of romantic and generative hetcrose~ual unlOn, depends upon

1
I;

the success of a process whereby the female pnde and power manifested in misanthropic warriors, possessive mothers, t!!1ru y wives,
and wilful Jaughters arc brought Linder the control of hu~banJs and
lords. (p. 120)

I-fence, it IS suggested, the p!<lY might be seen as im?jici~ly t~<.:a
sonous, since:

.

~
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When a virgin ruler is ostensibly the virgin mother of hcr subjects,
then the themes of male procreative power, autogeny, ~.~J :na,,!cry
of women acquire a seditious resonance. In royal pageantry, the

.,

quel~n is always the cynosure; her virginity is the source of magical

"

potency. In A MIdsummer NI/:ht's Dreall/, however, such magical
powers arc invested in thc king. (p. 127)

Hence, 'Shakespeare's comedy symbolically neutrahses the
royal power to which it ostensibly pays homage' (p. 127). In pr2.Ctice, patriarchy is maintained in spite of the presence of f: W0n12n
at the pinnacle of power, by constantly insisting on Elizabeth's
difference from other women. This is a familiar SC7;;tCgy even
today, for having a female leader did not lead the 'fury Party '0
revise its ideas about the role of women in society - or, the COI]trary, under the rule of the 'iron lady' (an interesting !ocutio:: in
this context) reactionary ideas were reinforced and strengthened.
Thus, 'Elizabeth's rule was not intended to undenY;ir,e the ma:e
hegemony of her culture. Indeed, the emphasis upo~ her difference from other women may have helped to rein:orce it' ;p. ! 24~.
If the pageants and the encomiums constantly p~()cb~!1ed h'~r
simultaneously 'Maiden, Matron and Mother' then she becomes,

i
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not a real woman, but a religious mystery. Throughout the essay,
then, the account of the play entwines it with male attempts to
come to terms with the simultaneous existence of a female
monarch and a rigorous patriarchal structure. For male courtiers,
there might seem to be a certain 'unmanning' involved in being
chaste servants of the Virgin Queen, while those who sought
advancement from her seemed like children seeking the favours
of the nation's mother. (Montrose describes an extravagant and
protracted entertainment in which Raleigh and Greville acted out
this metaphor.) All this demonstrates what is meant in practice
by insisting upon the historicity of the text and the textuality of
history.

Cultural materialism
The British critic Graham Holderness describes cultural materialism as 'a politicised form of historiography'. We can explain this
as meaning the study of historical material (which includes literary texts) within a politicised framework, this framework including the present which those literary texts have in some way
helped to shape. The term 'cultural materialism' was made current in 1985 when it was used by Jonathan Dollimore and Alan
Sinfield (the best-known of the cultural materialists) as the subtitle of their edited collection of essays Political Shakespeare. They
define the term in a foreword as designating a critical method
which has four characteristics: it combines an attention to:
1.
2.
3.
4.

historical context,
theoretical method,
political commitment, and
textual analysis.

To comment briefly on each of these: firstly, the emphasis on hlsIlJncal ((In/e.n 'undermines the transcendent sigificance tradition-

ally accorded to the literary text'. Here the word 'transcendent'
roughly means 'timeless'. The position taken, of course, needs to
face the obvious objection that if we are today still studying and
reading Shakespeare then his plays have indeed proved themselves 'timeless' in the simple sense that they arc dearly not jim-
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ited by the historical circumstances in which they were produced.
But this is a matter of degree: the aim of this aspect of cultural
materialism is to allow the literary text to 'recover its histories'
which previous kinds of study have often ignored. The kind of
history recovered would involve relating the plays to such phenomena as 'enclosures and the oppression of the rural poor, state
power and resistance to it ... witchcraft, the challenge and containment of the carnivalesque' (Dollimore and S:nfield, p. 3). Secondly, the emphasis on theoretICal method signifies the break with
liberal humanism and the absorbing of the lesso:1s of structuralism, post-structuralism, and other approaches which have become
prominent since the 1970s. Thirdly, the emphasis on polillcai
commitment signifies the influence of Marxist and feminist perspectives and the break from the conservative-Christian framework which hitherto dominated Shakespeare criticism. Finally,
the stress on textual ana/vHS 'locates the critiqt:.e of traditional
approaches where it cannot be ignored'. In other words, there is
a commitment not just to making theory of an abstract kind, but
to practising it on (mainly) canonical texts which continue to be
the focus of massive amounts of academic and professional attention, and whieh arc prominent national and cultural icons.
The two words in the term 'cultural materialism' are further
defined: 'culture' will include all forms of culture ('forms !ike
tekvision and popular music and fiction'). That is, this approach
does not limit itself to 'high' cultural forms like the Shakespeare
play. 'Materialism' signifies the opposite of 'idealism': an 'idealist' belief would be that high culture represents the free and independent play of the talented individual mind; the contrary
'materialist' belief is that culture cannot 'transcend the material
forces and relations of production. Culture is not simply a reflection of the economic and political system, but nor can it be independent of it'. These comments on materialism represent the
standard beliefs of Marxist criticism, and they do perhaps point
to the difficulty of making a useful distmction between 3. 'straight'
Marxist criticism and cultural materialism. However, it is added
that the relevant history is not just that of four hundred years ago,
but that of the times (including our own) in which Shakespeare
is produced and reproduced. Thus, in cultural materialism there
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is an emphasis on the functioning of the institutions through
which Shakespeare is now brought to us - the Royal Shakespeare
Company, the film industry, the publishers who produce textbooks for school and college, and the National Curriculum, which
lays down the requirement that specific Shakespeare plilYs be
studied by all school pupils.
Cultural materialism takes a good deal of its outlook (and its
name) from the British left-wing critic Raymond Williams.
Instead of Foucault's notion of 'discourse' Williams invented the
term 'structures of feeling': these are concerned with 'meanings
and values as they are lived and felt'. Structures of feeling are
often antagonistic both to explicit systems of values and beliefs,
and to the dominant ideologies within a society. They are characteristically found in literature, and they oppose the status quo
(as the values in Dickens, the Brontes, etc., represent human
structures of feeling which arc at variance with Victorian commercial and materialist values). The result is that cultural materialism is much more optimistic about the possibility of change
and is willing at times to sec literature as a source of oppositional
values. Cultural materialism particularly involves using the past
to 'read' the present, revealing the politics of our own society by
what we choose to emphasise or suppress of the past. A great deal
of the British work has been about undermining what it sees as
the fetishistic role of Shakespeare as a conservative icon within
Brit.j,h culture. This form of cultural materialism can be conveniently sampled in three 'New Accents' books: The Shakespeare
Myth, Graham Holderness: Alternative Shakespeares, ed. John
Drakakis, and Thai Shakespehmall Rag, Terence Hawkes. (This
quaint title is derived from an allusion by T. S. Eliot in Tire f.'Vasle
I.and.) A correspondence in response to a review of the first of
these ran for over a year in the Lrmdlilz Rel1zem oj Books, under the
heading' Bardolatry'.

How is cultural materialism different from new
historicism?
Cultural materialism is often linked in discussion with new historiCism, its American counterpart. Though the two movements

.
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belong to the same family, there is an ongoing family quarrel
between them. Polilica I Shakespeare includes new historicist
essays, and the introduction explains some of the differences
between the two movements.
Firstly, in a neat distinction Dolhmore and S:nf:e!d ucte
Marx to the effect that 'men and women make their own hi~to;y
but not in conditions of their own choosing' (p. 3): cu!t~ra! rnat~
rialists, they say, tene to concentrate on the ;n;erven~jol's
whereby men and women make their own history, whereas new
historicists tend to focus on the less than ideal circumstances !l
which they do so, that is, on the 'po~er of soci<l! :::.nd ideoiogica;
structures' which restrain them. The result is a cor:trast betw~en
political optimism and political pessimism.
Secondly, cultural materialists see new historicists as cutting
themseives off from effective political positions by their acce _
tance of a particular version of post-structuralism, with its radical scepticism about the possibility of attaining secure knowledge.
The rise of post-structuralism, problernatises knowledge, language, truth, etc., and this perspective is absorbed into new historicism and becomes an important part of it. The new historicist
defence against this charge would be that being aware of the inbuilt uncertainty of all knowledge doesn't mean that we give UD
trying to establish truths, it simply means that we do so conscious
of the dangers and limitations involved, thus giving their OW:1
intellectual enquiries a special authority. This is rather like sailing into dangerous waters knowingly, with all sensible pro::caut:crls
taken, rather than blithely unaware of the dangers and with all
lights blazing. Thus, when new historicists claim (in Peter Wi~'
dawson's words) that Foucault gives them entry Illto 'a nontruth-oriented form of historicist study of texts' (p. 161) this
doesn't mean that they do not believe that what the". say is true,
but rather that they know the risks and dangers involvt:d i'l claiming to establish truths.
A third important difference between new historicism and cultural materialism is that where the former's co-texts arc documents contemporary with Shakespeare, the latter's may be
programme notes for a current Royal Shakespeare Company pre;duction, quotations of Shakespeare by a Gulf War pilot, or pro-
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nouncements on education by a government minister. To put this
another way: the new historicist situates the literary text in the
political sit~ation of its own day, while the cultural matcr~alist situates it within that of ours. This is really to restate the dIfference
in political emphasis between the two approaches. Indeed, it
could be said that all three of the differences just described have
this. Dolitical
difference as their common denominator.
,
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STOP and THINK
The fact that we have spent time spelling out the differences
between cultural materialism and new historicism indicates
that there is a considerable overlap between them. Are they
just two national varieties of essentially the same thing, or. ~re
the radical differences (emphasised especially by the British
cultural materialists) as deep as is claimed?
Perhaps the question can only be properly answered by
reading and comparing essays of each type. Allegedly, the
differences lie mainly in two aspects: firstly, in political outlook,
and secondly, in the degree of emphasis on the post-structralist
perspective.
.
In thinking about the question, start by comparing the
attitudes evident in the examples of each included in this book,
in-so far as you are able to judge from the brief accounts given.
Then read and compare two further pieces (drawing on the
reading suggested at the end of this section).
Of course, the differences between these two approaches
are partly the result of their different intellectual frameworks.
new historicism was much influenced by Foucault, whose
'discursive practices' are frequently a reinforcement of
dominant ideology. Cultural materialism, on the other hand,
owes much to Raymond Williams, whose 'structures of feeling'
contain the seeds from which grows resistance to the dominant ideology. A sceptic about both approaches suggested that
it must be hard for the new historicists to explain how the
English Civil War ever got started (since they seem to envisage
a pervasive State power which would make resistance virtually
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impossible) while for the cultural materialists it must be
difficult to explain how it ever ended (since their 'structures of
feeling' constantly throw up new ideas which would seem to
make stasis impossible). In practice, however, the frequently
evoked political difference between the tWQ approaches is
surely less uniform and predictable than such star!~ dichotomies
would imply.

What cultural materialist critics do
I. They read the literary text (very often a Renaissance play) in
such a way as to enable us to 'recover its histories', that :5, the
context of exploitation from which it emerged.
2. At the same time, they foreground those elements in ~he
work's present transmission and contextualising which caused
those histones to be lost in the first place, (for example, the
'heritage' industry's packaging of Shakespeare in terms of history-as-pageant, national bard, cultural icon, and so on).
3. They use a combination of Marxist and feminist approaches
to the text, especially in order to do the first of these (above),
and in order to fracture the previous dominance of conservative social, political, and religious assumptions in Shakespeare
criticism in particular.
4. They use the technique of close textual analysis, but often
employ structuralist and post-structuralist techniques, especially to mark a break with the inherited tradition of close textual analysis within the framework of conservative cultura!
and social assumptions.
5. At the same time, they work mainly within traditional notions
of the canon, on the grounds that writing about more obscure
texts hardly ever constitutes an effective political intervention
(for instance, in debates about the school curriculum or
national identity).

Cultural materialism: an example
An example of an mformal variant of this approach

lS
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Beginning theory

Hawkes's essay 'Telmah' (in his book That Shakespeherian Rag).
This is the fourth piece in the book, each one being centred on
the work of one of the major Shakespearian critics of the early
part of the century, within an overall strategy of looking at how
Shakespeare is mediated and processed to us. In this chapter the
critic is John Dover Wilson, best known for his 1930s book What
Happens in lIanzlet? The opening section considers aspects of
flamlet , emphasising cyclic and symmetrical clements of the play,
such as how the beginning echoes the end, how the same situation occurs several times in it (like the several father-son parallels) and considering how indefinite the start and end of any
performance are, since the play is already culturally situated in
some way in people's minds before they see it. A repeated motif
of looking backwards in the play (to a past which was better than
the present) leads Hawkes to imagine a 'reversed' Hamlet which
shadows the actual play, the 'Telmah' of his title.
The second section is entitled 'To the Sunderland Station',
punning on the title of a well-known history of the Russian Revolution called Til the Finland Statilln. An account is given of John
Dover Wilson on the train to Sunderland in 1917, sent by the
government to sort out labour problems in a munitions factory,
and reading W. W, Greg's article on Hamlet which argues that
the king's failure to react openly to the dumb show indicates that
he is a figure of some complexity, not just a story-book villain. If
h~ is this then he begins to claim some of our attention, and distract us from the exclusive focus on Hamlet himself which had
been the traditional way of responding to the play, at least from
the time of the Romantics. Wilson's excited outrage at this notion
is related to a fanatical desire for order manifested in his published writings about Russia which see it as a picturesque
'organic' feudal state, which, in turn, looks like a version of the
England which his social ciass regards with nostalgia and fears
might be lost. Dover Wilson's rushing to the defence of Hamlet,
the threatened cultural icon, in his reply to Greg, and later in his
HamIel book, ilre seen as symptomatic of this too. Shortly after
the First World War Wilson was a member of the Newbolt Committee which reported on the teaching of English, and saw it as
providing a form of social cohesion which might save the coun-
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try from the fate which overtook Russia. Hawkes also quo~es a
letter from Neville Chamberlain praising r'f/hat Happens In
Hamlet?, and thus creates a pattern of appeasing and containing
difference. Hence, a way of interpreting the play is placed among
several co-texts from twentieth-century life, and thus the pIa...
itself is culturally transformed. Hawkes's final reading of the end
of the play involves Inserting an extra stage direction, and his
model for a criticism of this kind is that of the iazz musician who
doesn't transmit a received text, but transforms what he IJerforms.
That might be taken as the characteristic feature of this variant
of cultural materialist criticism.

It is difficult to know how to 'place' writing of this kind. It is
lively and interesting, pr.:fsona! and engaged in lone, and m(lS, of
the formalities of academic writing are dispensed with. Openings
are dramatic, transitions abrupt: suspense is maintained bv helding back key details about identity or situation ti)] the mo;ent of
maximum impact. The structure is a series of seemingly unrelated
incidents or situations which turn out to be intimately intertwined. All these features are novelistic, and there is deadv a
sense in which this is 'creative writing' which would not acc::n,
any absolute distinction between iiteratun: and criticism. As
new historicism, literature and history are intertwined, but the
perspective and the historicising are much mort: those oi our own
day than would be the case with new historicism itself.

;n

Se~ected reading

Chase, Cynthia, cd. Romamlc/sm, (I.ongman Critical Readers, 19(3).
Contains three examples of new historicist approaches to the period,
namely, the chapters by Karen Swann on Colcrid~e\ Clm.<t'lbd, hv
Marjorie Levinson on Keats, and by Jerome Chnstensen on Bvron:,
Sardanapulus.
.
Dollirnore, Johnathan & Sinfic!d, Alan, cds, PolitlCr.d Sh"t:es/,eiuc' tum
Essays III Cultural Material/Sill, (Manchester Univcrsi'y Press, Zou cdn
]<.1(4).
The introduction gives a useful account of new historicism and
explains how It differs from cultural materialism
Greenblau's essay 'Invisible Bullets'.
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