CHAPTER FOUR

New Historicism: Disaffected Subjects

He that goeth about to persuade a multitude, that they are not so well
governed as they ought to be, shall never want attentive and favoumble
hearers. . . . And because such as openly reprove supposed disorders of
state are taken for principal friends to the common benefit of all, and for
men that carry singular freedom of mind; under this fair and plausible

colour whatsoever they utter passeth for good and current. ' .
Richard Hooker

After the resolutely ahistorical attitude of deconstruction, its relentless

attempt to apply the same sceptical disintegrating reading techniques °

to texts of all periods, irrespective of context or design, any historical
approach to literature may seem welcome. A school of critics practising a
‘new- historicism’ will surely have to -accept that language can have a
determinate meaning, can tefer- to- a known reality, otherwise it would
have to reject all historical documents as equally uncertain And a ‘new’

" historicism, which promises to avoid the faults of the old one — that is -
something to which everyone who accepts the historical dimension of

human -experience can look forward. The mere name of this type of

criticism will make many readers favourably disposed towards it from the .

outset. _ _ .

But the name itself, to start with, turns out to be extremely vague.
Although the phrase was apparently first used in _19_80,_2. its vogue as a
critical label dates from 1982, when Stephen Greenblatt (as he reports),
having ‘collected a bunch of essays’ for a journal called Genre, ‘out of a
kind of desperation to get the introduction done, i . wrote that the essays
represented something I called a “new historicism™’. -Wickedl_y disclaiming
any abilities in self-publicity (‘I've never been very good at making up
advertising phrases of this kind’), Greenblatt professes to feel ‘giddy with
amazement’ at its success (Greenblatt 1990, p. 146). Greenblatt went on
to describe it as a critical ‘practice — a practice rather than a doctrine,
since as far as I can tell (and I should be the one to know) it’s no doctrine
at all’ (ibid.) ‘Does this mean’, he asks, ‘that new historicism is a com-
pletely empty term, its relative success due entirely to the felicitous con-
junction of two marketable signs: “new” and “ism”? (ibid., p. 3). His
answer is negative, but the opinion is often expressed that it ‘remains a
phrase without an adequate referent’ (Veeser 1989, p. x). Historicism itself
is a notoriously loose concept,” many things to many people, never
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properly distinguished from the German term Historismus (Thomas 1989,
pp. 182-92)." To some users it has ‘signified reductionisin, present-
mindedness, and teleology’ (Fox-Genovese 1989, p. 215). To others,
lexicographers included, it can mean ‘1. The belief that processes are at
work in history that man can do litde to alter. 2. The theory that the
historian must avoid all value judgments in his study of past periods or

- former cultures. 3. Veneration of ‘the past or of tradition.’ ‘Greenblatt,

having made that quotation from the -American Heritage Dictionary, tries to
subvert it: ‘Most of the writing labelled new historicist, ‘and ‘certainly
my own work, has set itself resolutely against each of. these positions’
(Greenblatt 1990, p- 164). However, as we shall see, the first of these
points does apply, in that version of history put about by Michel Foucault.
 Although eluding exact definition, the avowed success of New His-

- toricism means that it has been the subject of intense discussion within, its

brief life so far (hardly a decade as I pen these words). Seldom, if ever, has

‘a new and relatively small critical movement (its acknowledged practi-

tioners- barely reach a dozen) provoked so much heated discussion in
so short ‘a time, with so small a body of achieved work. Critics and
commentators on New Historicism indeed already outnumber the practi-
tionérs,* proof again of the latent panic in the contemporary cultural
scene, as each “latest trend’ has to be spotted, identified; celebrated, or
attacked. Many of the evaluations so far published come from rival groups,
ferninists, deconstructionists, cultural materialists . . . , each writer anxious
to. align with, or reject, whatever aspect fits or jibes with their own
practice. We are not surprised that a deconstructionist critic should judge
New Historicism to be ‘a sort of academic media‘ hype mounted against
deconstruction® (Spivak 1989, p. 280), with the dispute between the two
groups a ‘turf battle’. But the suspicion of hype affects even those aligned
with this group; such as Louis Montrose, who wryly and deprecatingly
refers to it as' ‘a term appealing to jour commodifying cult of the new’,
representing that ‘acceleration in the forgetting of history which seems to
characterize an increasingly technocratic and future-criented academy and
society’.> In the by now world-wide! disease of ‘hype’ in advertising; the
term.‘new’ is a signal to the consumer that conveys both an invitation and
a warning: You must buy this model, ‘unless you want to feel superseded’.
It is hard not to relate the consumer-industry-induced stigma of owning
an’ out-of-date automobile or-hi-fi," last season’s model, to the fear of
obsolescerice so rife in literary critical circles today.® This new school has
bately come to prominence before ithe speculations over its waning or
démise ‘begin to appear: ‘so swiftly do our paradigms now seem to shift’

(Felperin 1990, p. 142; Montrose 1989, p. 18):

The hype has not, however, managed to silence some rather sévere
reactions, which have judged the New Historicism neither new nor his-
torical. Howatd Felperin has argued that it is in fact continuous with ‘older
habits of thought to which it is overtly opposed’ (Felperin 1990, p. 143),
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and . that Greenblatts early work is not essentially different from that of
E.M.W. Tillyard (pp. 149-50), who has become. the urifortunate butt of
avant-garde literary critics. (A rather safe target, which may be attacked
without danger.) ‘American New Historicism’, he concludes, :'is not. all
that “new”’, and is ‘not genuinely, historical or seriously political either’
(p. 155). Edward Pechter.had also pointed out that Greenblatt's assump-
tion that ithe literary text is determined by ‘its 1deolog1cal and historical
situation’ is in effect the same procedure as Tillyard’s,” and:his analyses .of
Greenblatt’s essays on King Lear and Henry IV argue. for a continuity of
method (Pechter 1987, pp. 293-4). Elizabeth Fox-Genovese, a social
hlstonan with wider than llterary interests, has commented. that

the emphasw on newness bespeaks the central paradox that informs the
‘new historicism as a project: Notwithstariding some notable exceptions,
it is not very historical. It is especially not self-cntlcally or’ self'reﬂexwely
historical. (Fok-Genovese 1989 p- 214) o

Desplte thelr professedly radical goals, she holds, its practlttoners ‘im-
plicitly perpetuate the dubious politics of what many are calling our society
of information’ (ibid., pp. 220-1). This comment, in turn, endorses
Gerald Graff’s diagnosis of the remarkably accelerating -rate ‘at which a
critical methodology goes from being celebrated as revolutionary. to being
condemned as complicitous. Whereas it took several years before one heard
that deconstruction was really an extension of the establishment,. it took
only a few months. for this charge to be made about the new hlstor1c1sm
(Graff 1989, pp. 174-5).°. 8

What concerns me is not Whether a critical approach is new or old, but
how good it is, in particular when. applied to Shakespeare. 1 have cited
some accounts of New Historicism to-show that the very identity of this
approach, as well as its value, are at present hotly disputed. Historians of
contemporary culture have the advantages of nearness to- their topic, but

they notoriously lack an overview. I shall try to outline some common

attributes of this school, amorphous though it yet seems, well aware that
the landscape may change very quickly. Then I shall discuss some of the
Shakespeare criticism it has produced, as representing at any rate the first
phase of what is claimed to be- the ‘turn away- from the formal, decon-

textuahzed analysis that dominate[d] new criticism’. (Gteenblatt 1990;.

p.. 163). New’ — such is the paucity of modern. critical vocabulary,
referring to a school of criticism. flourishing in the 1940s and 50s, which is
sometimes said to have reacted against historical criticism. (I think-it could
be shown that most of the ‘New Critics’ in fact worked inside a historical
framework, and had a far better sense. of period and: genre than those who
claim to have superseded them.) . -
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New Historicism can certamly be d1st1ngu15hed from ‘old’ (that is, any
edtlier historical approach or any contemporary one that does not share
its stake in Current Literary Theory), in that it is a product of the
1960s upheaval leading to post-structuralism.” Not that New ‘Historicists
can afford to accept the whole Derridian ‘indeterminacy-of-language-and-
meamng thesls, of course: they draw just as much from-that particular lirie
as suits them.” They also draw on Lacan, occasionally, and on Althusser
and his followers discussed in Chapter 7 below. Barthes is cited for the
death of the author idea, but not for semiology, nor for his- elaborate
system of codes. The major acknowledged inspiration is Foucault,'® and
Greenblatt “is given to-observing in a rather proprietorial manner on the
advantages of having had him around Berkeley in the last few | years of his
life (Greenblatt 1990, pp. 3, 146—7). Greenblatt acknowledges 4 further
debt-'to ‘European (and especially French) anthropological and social

theorists’ (ibid., pp. 146-7), particularly Pierre Bourdieu, bat has also

drawn ‘on the American anthropolog1st Clifford Geertz (ibid.,” pp. 26,
28-9). The mere recital of these names opens up a vast area of potent1a1
mﬂuence, which needs to be examined more closely '

- The biggeést influence, ' generally recognised, is that of Foucault, in
various phases of his work. The earlier Foucault, as we have seen him
in' L' Archéologie du' savoir (1969), was preoccupied with discoursé as an
anonymous, depersonahsed systemn, - deprived of a sub]ect or author, “cir-
culating through ‘sites’ of power, appropriation and contestation.  His ideas
are -still dominant in a. recent account of ‘The Poetics and- Politics -of
Culture’ (Montrose 1989). Louis Montrose invokes ‘the multiplicity of
unstable, vatiously conjoined and conflicting discourses’ in post-structuralist
theory (p. 16), claims that New Historicism is ‘new’ in refusing ‘to posit
and ‘privilege a unified and ‘autonomous individual -— whethet an’ Author
or-a Work —-to be set against a social or literary background’ (p. 18);
defines it ‘as a ‘terminological site of intense- debate ‘and critique, of
multiple appropriations and - ‘contestations within the ideological’ field ‘of

_Renaissance studies. . .’ (p. 19); sees 1nd1v1duals as enduring a process of
“subjectification . . constrammg them within —— subjecting them to — social
“rietworks and cultural codes that ultimately excecd their comprehension or.

control’ (p. 21 and note 12, acknowledging a specific debt to Foucault):

andso on- through-a by now familiar lltany of Foucauldian jargon, from
“social positionalities’, ‘shifting’ conjunctures’, and ‘conceptual sites within

the ideological field from which the déminant can be contested’ (p 22), to
‘the ideological analysis of discursive practices’ (p. 26).

~This whole abstract panoply of concepts, formulated by Foucault in the

:1960s, -attempting to avoid all that he saw as problematlc in ‘humanist’
ctiticism but ‘merely introducing new and more resistant -problems; con-
tiriues- to be invoked by younger citics writing about the Renaissance 'in
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the 1990s. Some of them specialise in drama, where — the ordinary reader
might feel — the remoteness and inappropriateness of such abstractions
would be instantly apparent the moment lago, Falstaff, or Volpone walked
on to the stage. Fox-Genovese's criticism of New Historicists for not being
‘self-critically or self-reflexively historical’ is justified in that none of
them seems to have considered to what extent this eclectic post-struc-
turalist system might be appropriate for Renaissance literature, ‘or just
anachronistic. Montrose, who has written some essays on pastoral held up
as an example of this school at its best,!! seems more .concerned in this
essay to display his awareness of theoretical positions ‘now’ (pp- 22, 23) —
virtually nene of the works he cites dates from before 1980. For a critical
school so conscious of its orientation vis-a-vis other non-historical
approaches, so concerned with redefining, as Fredric Jameson puts it, * “our
relationship to the past, ... our possibility of understanding the latter’s
monuments, artifacts, and traces”’ (cit. Thomas 1989, p.. 182), not to have
considered whether its own ideology is appropriate to the historical task it
aims to perform, is surprising and disappointing. S

New Histoﬁcism, like so many branches of contemporary criticism, is
more interested in present theories than in the past. Hence the influence
of Foucault’s middle period work on power and knowledge, on discipline
and punishment, as he moved from studying hospitals and clinics to prisons
__as if the whole of human society consisted of those who devised and
administered repressive institutions and those who suffered from them. As
many former admirers of Foucault protested, once the direction of his
development became clearer, his concept of power was all-embracing but
anonymous and passive. 12 He saw its oppressive presence everywhere, yet
refused to specify the detail of its working, institutionally or individually,
and he explicitly rejected any interest in reforming or transforming power
structures. 3 The effect of Foucault’s legacy on New Historicism is a curious
blend of vagueness (no specific or detailed analyses are attempted,. since
there are no models to work from), a sense of unidentified cppression
verging on paranoia, and the feeling of complicity—exhilarating or dis-
turbing. As several commentators have shown (Graff 1989, p. 169; Pecora
1989, pp. 247, 267), particularly influential .on New Historicism was
Foucault’s insistence that knowledge could not avoid its complicity with
structures of power in whose language it would have no choice but to
speak’ (Pecora 1989, p. 267). As Foucault put it in Discipline and Punish,
‘there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of
knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at
the same time power relations’ (cit, ibid., p. 276 note 53). Logicians might
object that this is to give the terms ‘knowledge’ and ‘power’ such a vast
application as to be meaningless, but the totalisation of that utterance
was precisely its attraction (like other arbitrary pronouncements: of
Lacan, Derrida, Althusser, de Man, the categorical assertion is rhetorically
effective, as we know). As a formula, it resembles Barthes’s. notion of
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lf_mguage as inherently involving one in power relations, even when thought
silently or written down privately, and it recalls Derrida’s insistence that
deconstruction could not escape from the weaknesses of the system that it
had to use in order to denounce. All three assertions make everyone guilty

caught in an inescapable double-bind. H. Aram Veeser, editor of ar’l
anthology of twenty essays on New Historicism, in an introduction notable .

- neither for clarity nor historical accuracy,'* lists some ‘key assumptions’ of

New Historicism, two of which have the same linguistic structure: ‘every

act of unmasking, critique, and opposition uses the tools it condemns and

risks falling prey to the practice: it exposes’ (Veeser 1989, p. xi, nos. 2 and
5). We are trapped in our own systems. : : : '
Foucault’s ideas on power and complicity lie behind one of the most
commented-on features of New Historicist ideology and methodology, the
identification .of a symbiotic relationship, so to speak, between: subve;:sion
and containment. That is, certain forces in society attempt to ‘subvert’ the
status quo, which responds by ‘containing’ them. So the ‘Establishment’ or

! ) . i
Government” can be seen-as allowing subversion to emerge; simply in

_ order to contain it; ot even creating subversion in‘the first place. Foucault

is the explicit source for the belief that the ‘dominant authority’ itself

[} c .
~ ‘produces elements of apparent. subversion or transgression as a means of

maintaining its control’ (Pechter 1987, pp. 296—7). New Historicists like
to see the Elizabethan theatre itself, Walter Cohen observes, as ‘a con-
F_radic-tory institution’, both an ‘extension of authority and a subversion of
it; a representation of state power and a contestation of -its ideolo’gy’
(Cohen 1987; pp. 34—5). Their interest in power means that much New
Historicist writing has been concerned with the English court, especially
that of James [, and with genres that' could be directed towards the ruler .
such as pastoral and the masque.™ Although certainly an important factoé
in English: litetary; and intellectual histery, the court has too ‘often been

_interpreted in glib categories derived from Norbert Elias, or selectively read

to echo New Historicist concerns. As J. Leeds Barroll has recently shown,
their attempt to ‘implicate drama in: the whole fabric of the new King's
theory, policy and practice’, including the claims that James * “wanted the
theatrical companies under royal patronage because he believed in: the
efficacy of theater as an attribute of royal authority”’, have ab'solﬁteljr no
historical justification (Barroll 1988, pp. 454—5). James in fact expressed
the usual moralistic disapproval of actors, and contemporary accounts

. (setting aside his drinking bouts!) record his attendance at state entertain-

ments without any particular pleasure. Indeed, Barroll’s careful docu-
mentation proves that over the years James attended fewer and fewer
pgr_formances, much preferring hunting (ibid., pp. 455-61). The New
Historieists, as he puts it, ‘constricted by old narratives that tell a tradi-

“tional story of the drama in a special relationship to the state or to

the person of the monarch’ += albeit, I add, a story now used to cast
suspicion on power and its legitimising processes — have turned their own
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‘story-making propensities’. and ‘causal constructs’ into supposed facts

that

the documents. . . do not allow us to infer a narrative in which the

monarch as authority-figure views drama as a special and vital medium

with potentlahtles for subversion, or for the enhancement of the royal
) image. . .. (p. 463)

Bent on creating this myth of royal involvement: in the subverswn-and-
containment pattern, the New Historicists have also .overlooked the fact
that the impulse to give the drama and masques greater prominence at
court derived in. fact from women, from Queen Anna of Denmark and the
countesses who actually ‘sponsored and enacted the masques Ben Jonson.is
so often said to have written for King James. Recent, ‘patriarchically
inclined’ criticism focussing on the King has overlooked the ‘powerful
women’ who were ‘an obvious source of power and-patronage’ (pp. 463—4).

Evidently the all-absorbing concern for the ‘subversion-and-containment’
model can blind one to other important- aspects of literary and social
history. ‘The deeper problem. is -that this formula, like Foucault’s thesis
itself, is so shapeless and undifferentiated as to ‘explain’ any event.-In
effect, every play which comes to a coherent conclusion, and ends neither
in uproar, nor advocating anarchy or the burning of London, can be said
on Foucault’s principles to ‘enact order’ and hence ‘support state power’ —
if you are ready to agree that all events other than riots can be seen
as legitimising the state. Cohen fairly objects to the New Historicists’
unsystematic handling of Foucault’s thesis, their “failure to specify the
necessary and sufficient conditions for cither containment or subversion’
(Cohen 1987, pp. 35-6), while Jean' Howard has made an acute critique
of the ‘subvetsion -and contestation’ model, posing six questions that need
to be answered by the critics relying on it (Howard 1986, p. 35). Recently
one of their own number has warned that

the terms in which the problem of ‘ideology has been posed and is now
circulating in Renaissance literary studies — namely as an opposition
between ‘containment’ and ‘subversion’ — are so reductive, polarized,

and undynamic as to be of llttle of no conceptual value. (Montrose
1989, p. 22) '

Montrose is 0bv1ously nght and we. may well agree that a model whu:h
allowed for ‘collective and 1nd1v1dual agency’ and for two-way movement
would he preferable. - :
But it is significant that Montrose’s misgivings are theoretlcal not
historical, nor literary-critical. That is, he considers neither the historical
appropriateness of the model for Elizabethan and Jacobean society, nor
what happens to works of literature when read in these terms. For the first
point, without citing a large body of historical evidence, the causes. of

(pp. 461-3). BarrolP’s  conclusion, which must eveke wide agreement, ‘is .
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social unrest in the sixteenth and seventeenth centiiries are surely common
* knowledge: shortage of food, high inflation, worries about the succession,

fears of foreign invasion or religious change. The groups most affected by
these conditions occasionally uttered their grievances, but were obviously
not manipulited ‘into  doing so by a hypocritical government. For the
second point, the effect of the subversion-containment pattern on New
Historicist literary criticism has been to reinforce its general suspicion of
authority, and to express solidarity with anyone who challenges it. In their
writings ‘subversive’, “‘anarchic’, of — in that aestheticisation of disorder
mechanically borrowed from Bakhtin - ‘carnivalesque’ characters, such as
the rebel Jack Cade in 2 Henry VI, Falstaff and Pistol in the Henry IV
plays, Caliban in The Tempest, are sympathised or ‘identified with, those
who put them down are booed and hissed. This celebration of :subversion
(endorsed also by old and new Marxist critics; as we shall see in Chapter
7), often:takes the form of old-fashioned character criticism, ignoring both
the rationale for civic. order and the structure of the play.

The politicisation of New Historicists is widely acknowledged to be the
conséquence of their having grown up in America during the 1960s. As

- Catherine Gallagher observes, in the course of a sensitive intellectual and
- political autobiography of thesé years, ‘the importance of such' slogans as

it

Mseérve the people”’ was that ‘“the people” was a category- designed to
include oneself and anyone else contént to join a decentered coalition of
disaffected grotps’ (Gallagher 1989, p.'40). Identification with marglnahsed
groups in-literature of the Renaissance was somehow seen as expressing -

: ‘s'olidatity with: their counterparts today; attacking Henry V or Prospero‘was

the 'same kind of activity ds attacking Presuient Reagan or the White

'House Greenblatt declares that

my own critical practice and that of many others associated with new

historicism was decisively shaped by the American 1960s and early 70s,
*‘and especially by the opposition to the Vietnam War. Writing that 'was

not engaged, that withheld ]udgements, that failed to connect the

present with the past seemed worthless. - Such . connection could be
‘made either by analogy or causality; that is, a part1eu1ar set of historical
circumstances could be represented in such a way-as to' bring out
* ‘homologies with aspects of the present or, alternatwely, those ‘circum-

stances could be analyzed as the generatlve forces that led to the modern
~ condition. (Greenblatt 1990, p. 167)

In' either mode, he adds, ‘value judgments were implicated’, for-neutrality
would be ‘itself a political position, a -decision to support. the official
policies ‘in both the state and the academy’. Studying ‘the’ culture of
siXteenth—century England’; then, was not ‘an‘escape from the turmoil of
the present’, but ‘s mode of relation’ between past and present that
revealed the ‘unsettling hlstorlcal genealogy of the Very }udgments 1 was

making’- (ibid. }. -
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L have quoted that passage at length because it will link up with several
issues to be discussed in New Historicist Shakespeare  criticism. The first
and obvious comment to be made is that such a voluntary acceptance
of politicisation and polarisation puts the writer in a state .of crisis: as
Councillor Mikhulin, the bureaucrat of Tsarist autocracy puts it in Under
Western Eves, ‘abstention, reserve, in certain situations, come very near to
political crime’.'® The pressure to display political engagement can induce
feelings of guilt and fear in the writer who realises that he has not
demonstrated in his writing that he is on the ‘right’ side now, and such felt
pressures can make him display his political correctness however unsuitable
the topic may be. (‘How am.I doing? Is this account of Lyly sufficiently
politically radical?’) It also raises the crucial methodological issue of how
we relate to the past, and how we can write history. Here, too, Foucault’s
influence has been felt, generating a peculiar anomaly, as Lentricchia has
shown, by his ‘insistence that historians cannot objectively. represent the
past because they cannot know and therefore put distance between them-
selves and the circumstances which produced and disciplined them as
social beings enmeshed.in the practice of a historical discipline’ (Lentricchia
1988, p. 95; 1989, p. 237). Greenblatt himself recorded ‘the “impossibility
of fully reconstructing and reeritering the culture of the sixteenth century,
of leaving behind one’s own situation”’, in the process bidding ‘elegiac
farewell’, as Lentricchia ironically comments, to such values as ‘objectivity,
determinacy, and completeness in historical interpretation’, while at the
same time shifting the apology ‘into a subtle claim to virtue’ (ibid., pp. 96;
238). It is this sense of superior knowledge, .of having seen through the
illusions of previous ages, that marks so much of Current Literary Theory.
Yet Foucault’s model has been anything but liberating. As.Brook Thomas
points out, )

new historicists' have been strongly influenced by Foucault’s argument
that constructions of the past are inevitably implicated .in present net-
-works. of power and domination and thus never disinterested. That
insight, however, catches new historicists in a seemingly unresolvable

-contradiction. The authority of a new historicism rests on the faith that -

knowledge of the past matters for the present. To admit that a history
is not an account of how it really was but a present construction
intervening into current political debate seems to undermine. that
authority. (Thomas 1989, p. 201) :

At one level there is nothing new in Foucault's argument. Thomas shows
that the realisation that ‘historians do not objectively and . scientifically
tecover the past but construct it from a present perspective’ was generally
recognised -at the beginning of this century, if not before (ibid., p.-195).
Foucault’s insistence on history being ‘a present construction intervening
into current political debate’ is new, however, and accounts for -the fact
that so much New Historical writing cannot ever forget the present and its
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discontents. What I méan is that while no:one I know {or could take
seriously), imagines they can ‘fully’ re-enter a past culture, or achieve
absolute _disinterestedness, the goal of reconstructing the past as an
imaginative activity based on -all kinds of historical evidence — charters,
myths, political ‘institutions, religious and social practices, trade-routes,
family history, science, music, medicine — does demand at some points
the ability to suppress or at least control present attitudes, present expecta-
tions. We have (o be able, at certain key points, to keep ourselves out of
the picture. The relevant concept (which I don’t recall ever seeing dis-
cussed by New Historicists) is anachronism. The crucial distinction has’
béen made by the sociologist W.G. Runciman, namely that it is not
‘necessarily illegitimate to apply to other people’s behaviour theoretical
terms which they neither would nor could have applied to it themselves’,
since (I add) we cannot forego the enormous development in analytical

power that has been achieved in literary, historical, and philosophical

writing since the. Renaissance. ‘It is illegitimate only if the application of
such. terms assumes that they did when they didn’t — as, for instance,
imputing a choice to-some person in the past in terms that they could

- never have used themselves (Runciman 1983, p. 14). It seems to me, and
. others, that' New Historicism is often guilty of anachronism;!’ and is

seldom able to suspend its own self-awareness as a critical school having an
ideology that needs to assert itself, prove its validity as a system. Against
this self-centred, self-validating ideology I would set Brook * Thomas’s
paradoxical principle that ‘the present has an interest in maintaining a
belief in disinterested inquiry .into our past’ (Thomas 1989, p.: 201). To

‘give up-that principle would have devastating consequences for historians.

- New Historicists’ concern with the past can link itself to'the present, in
Greenblatt’s terms, ‘either by analogy or causality’. What he did riot
declare ‘is that in both modes the motive behind the linkage is often an
indicting or incriminating one. The Renaissance state, like the fodern
state, so the argument goes, was built on hypocrisy and oppression; or, the
origins of otr corrupt society lie in ‘early modern England’.'® This imme-
diate juxtaposition of the sixteenth century (that somewhat delayed English

‘Renaissance) - with the - twentieth inévitably recalls. Jacob Burckhardt’s

similar linking of fifteenth-céntury Italy and nineteenth-century Europe.
Burckhardt’s (re)discovery of the Renaissance was a great act of historical
imagination, but it was bought at a price. In linking classical antiquity to.
the Renaissance he virtually omitted, or downplayed the Middle Ages; and
in seeing the Renaissance as the origin of the modern state he left out
an embarrassingly -large number of intervening historical factors, such as
the scientific revolution, the Enlightéenment; the Romantic movement,
‘'secularisation, urbanisation, the Industrial Revolution, and much else:
Those who celebrate Burckhardt as a. pioneer are also aware of his
shortcomings.'® Greenblatt is ih effect turning the tables on ‘Burckhardt,

‘and those who admire him, by saying: ‘yes, the Renaissance is like the
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modern world: aren’t they both awful?” He candidly admits as much in a
recent essay, describing ‘one of the more irritating qualities’ of his literary
training (at Yale) to have been ‘its relentlessly celebratory character’,
dedicated to showing that all Elizabethan plays were ‘complex wholes’, and
that ‘great works of-art were triumphs of resolution . . . , the mature expres-
sion of a single artistic intention’. (For the mid-1960s attack on this idea
see the discussion of Macherey in Chapter 7.) Greenblatt then accuses his
teachers of glibly linking. this kind of “formalism’ to social coricerns, with
‘the artist's psychic integration’ seen as ‘the triumphant expression of a
healthy, integrated community. Accounts of Shakespeare’s relation to
Elizabethan -culture were particularly prone to. this air of veneration. ...’
(Greenblatt 1990, p. 168). : - : ‘ c
The fact that Greenblatt suffered from uncritical  teachers marketing
Renaissance culture with such enthusiastic-gush is unfortunate. But his
response, thirty years on, is to market another version of the Renaissance
as ‘like us’, disintegrated, -decentered. He quotes from an earlier. book
(Renaissance Self-Fashioning, 1980) in which he -affirmed, rather porten-
tously, that ‘we are situated at the close of the cultural movement initiated
in the Renaissance; the places in which our social and psychological world
seems to be -cracking apart are those structural joints visible when it was

first constructed’ (ihid., p. 182 note 4). Inasmuch as.Greenblatt- reverses .

Burckhardt, he accepts the same telescoped historical model as Burckhardt,
with all its faults.”® Other New Historicists. share this desire to display
-such “‘cracks’ in the Renaissance wortld. Thus Montrose complains - that
the extant critical tradition in Fnglish Renaissance studies. reveals ‘an
apparently  continuous - tradition .of religious, social and aesthetic values

shared by sixteenth-century poets and twentieth-century critics’. (Let other

readers try to count how many modern. critics they know of who believe
in Protestantism, the thirty-nine articles, the divine right of kings, the
supremacy of thetoric, and the delights of display, . . . my list is short.) In

place of these ‘idealizations of a Renaissance England-at once ebullient and |

ordered’, Montrose invokes ‘surviving documentary evidence of Elizabethan
religious, economic, social and domestic: -violence, instability, and
heterodoxy’ (Montrose 1989, p. 24). Although this is another example of
that familiar tactic in Current Literary. Theory, erectihg. a straw man
embodying a supposedly ridiculous: view and then rushing to the: opposite
extreme, we can certainly grant Montrose some of his case.” . -~ - . .

Yet the New Historicist, rooted in his present sense of dislocation, may
be projecting these fissures on to the past. Categorical assertions, so far,
substitute for detailed analysis or weighing of the evidence on either side.
Jean Howard has emphasised the ways in which New Historicism expresses
some preoccupations of ‘postmoderri Culture’ — ‘self-reflexivity, and a
self-consciousness: about ‘the tenuous solidity of human identity’.- All
these concerns areé now ‘discovered’ in the Renaissance (Howard: 1986,
pp. 16—17): These writers, as she understands them, ‘construe the period
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in terms reflecting their own sense of living inside a gap in history’ (p. 17).
Writing  about the Renaissance, the New Historicists ‘make the period
mntelligible by narratives of rupture, tension, and contradiction’ (ibid.; my italics).
A case in point is Rengissance Self-Fashioning (arguably one of the most
unhistorical books in modern times); where Greenblatt professed that in all
the texts he studied he could find ‘“no moments of pure, unfettered
- subjectivity”’, the human subject always being *“the ideological product
of the relations' of power .in a particular society”’ (cit. Pechter 1987,
p- 300). That is a clear instance of anachronism, for all those categories
derive from Foucault, and the totalising nature of Foucault’s assertion
already predetermines the issue. (The power relations being all-pervasive,
it doesn’t matter whether you can see them or not.) Another influence on
that book, Howard points out, ‘was ‘Lacan’s neo-Freudian psychology with
its assumption, not of a unified and autonomous self, but of a provisional
and contradictory self which is the product of discourse’ (Howard 1986,
p. 37). It is as if a-contemporary student gets the idea that, because this
model of the human psyche now exists, we can re-read Renaissance texts
*in-its light. But this is to remake the past in our own anachronistic image
with a vengeance, lacking any independent control. It has not realised
the necessity of ‘negative instances’, as Francis Bacon described them,
counter-indications that invalidate facile inductive arguments based on an
uncritical assemblage of evidence that would prove your case by ignoring
- everything .else. In that sense I must agree with Howard’s criticism of New
Historicism as it exists so: far, for ‘its failure ‘to reflect on itself’, for
suppressing ‘any discussion of its own methodology and assumptions. It
assumes. answers to:the very questions that should be open to debate. ..’

(ibid.; p. 31} .

II-
The last theoretical issue that needs discussing concerns the relation be-
tween literary texts and their context, whether a ‘socio-historical site’ or a
‘cultural system’. The normal distinction in modern literary history has
been between text and context, where. the critic reconstructs what he or
she deems to be the relevant background in order to illuminate specific
" elements of the literary text. To do: this propetly demands historical
knowledge, sensitivity to. the text, and an awareness of the two-stage
process of interpretation involved. New, Historicism also reads texts in this
way, but at times it can treat text and background as of equal importance,
. or reverse the emphasis, taking the work of literature as illuminating the
- background. There are obvious dangers involved from whatever direction
one comes, as every experienced scholar knows, but since there are no
hard-and-fast rules for historically placing a text, I for one would recom-
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mend a state of open-minded scepticism. Most people, I imagine, do the
same, examining the procedure, the arguments and evidence used in a
book or essay, and evaluating. them according to their knowledge of the
text and the period. I would never dream of declaring certain procedures
llicit in ‘advance. Some books. can totally transform one’s notion of the
relevant -evidence in historiography. Fernand. Braudel’s Histoire de la
Méditerranée was for me a revelation in the range of evidence it drew on

and the diverse ways it integrated statistics, documents, ~anecdotes, aspects

of geography, climate, trade patterns, and so much else. _

Some aspects of the New Historicist handling of text and . historical
evidence do arouse misgivings, however. Howard Felperin. describes the
‘undamental and far-reaching’ post-structuralist strategy of New Historicism
as being ‘its “textualising” of history -and culture in the first place, its re-
framing of them as discursive constructs’. Felperin judges this move as
having been ‘necessary to open an appeal from the pseudo-objective “facts”
of an older historical empiricism to “texts” and “discourses” now explicitly
political and therefore newly reconstructible’ (Felperin 1990, p. vii: this
author is as lavish with inverted commas as some men with aftershave).
Once again a literary critic shows himself to be hopelessly out of touch
with wider cultural movements. Felperin is announcing as a recent event
the programmatic rejection of history as an: objective discipline that was
made in the mid-1960s by Derrida and Foucault (and pushed to extremes
by de Man) in their desire to attack referentiality, the ‘linear model of
“history’, subjectivity, and other targets popular in those days (Simpson
1988, pp. 725-37). In this, as in so many areas, the iconoclasts used the

tactic of coercive dichotomising, ‘as if there were no-alternative between

complete self-confidence (all information is objective) and complete
agnosticism (all information is projected or undifferentiated)’ (ibid., p.
745). David Simpson, reviewing the various dead-ends into which the 60s
masters led us, calls for a return to the notions of historical evidence and
objectivity (pp. 744-17). The changes he advocates were set out ten years
carlier and much more cogently by a practising historian, E.P. Thompson,
with his concept of histotical logic as-a ‘dialogue ‘between concept and

evidence’. The concept is a series of interrogative hypotheses, the evidence - -

Cugrers”. . . which certainly have a real:existence”. But. their determinate
properties make ‘only certain questions . . .-appropriate’, and they are, like
history itself, ‘necessarily.. : . incomplete and imperfect’. Historical enquiry
legitimately uses elaborate theories, but ‘each notion, or concept, arises out
of empirical engagements, and however abstract . . . its self-interrogation’,
it must be engaged once more ‘with the determinate .properties of the
evidence . . .”. This whole discussion (Thompson 1978, pp. 38-50) has
a cogency and depth which should convince literary critics that the
‘textualisation’ of history was an amusing idea that can now be abandoned,

along with flared jeans and flower-pattern shirts.
In traditional enquiry, one historian states, ‘the text exists as a function,

" disappears.
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or articulation, of context’ (Fox-Genovese 1989, p. 217). New Historicism
sometimes abandons ' this relationship.” As Pecora observes, it . ‘trigs to
‘c‘hmmlsh', or -in certain cases to eradicate, distinctions between the
“aesthetic object” per se and. something called a “historical background”

- " 3

;:betlv.veen one kind _of “text” and another’, seeing the whole of material
. reality as involved in-a process of ‘representation’ (Pecora 1989, p.. 243),

Representation is another Foucault-derived concept (Jameson 1972, p
191-2), which has been adapted to an eclectic mixture of semiolog\;; atfci
r.fl‘r‘lthropology. In some current *American new historicism’, Pecora writes
2 tepresentation has become -a code word for the denial that any distinc:
tion: whatsoever exists between a non-signifying “real” and some realm of
‘cultural p_roduction that “reflects”, or reflects upon it (ibid., p- 244) . One
consequence of collapsing this distinction is that ‘whét, for many histc;rians
would -be more “basic” categories such as material want and in'ateriai
struggle’ are reduced to ‘merely culturally constructed sign systems’ (ibid )
Any notion of social injustice, oppression, or the need for reform al.sc-a

The key. ﬁgure .in New Historicist adoption of ‘cultural semiotics’ is the
anthropologist Clifford Geettz, in particular a single essay, ‘Thick Descrip-

tion: T i 1 i '
. tion: Toward an Interpretive Theory of Culture’, written as a preface to a

collection. of his writings (Geertz 1973). Geertz appli ' i
tion. « . pplies the term ‘thick
description’ (borrowed from Gilbert Ryle) to characterise the setting of 1;n

indivi o ) ; :
. dividual event in its appropriate cultural category. The ‘object of ethno-

Vgraphy’, he writes, is to create ‘a stratified hierarchy of meaningful struc-
tures’. through which significant: himan  communication is ‘produced
-perlcelved, and interpreted’ (p. 7). Human behaviour is ‘symbolic action _
action which. . . signifies’ (p. 10), -and culture ‘consists of ~so¢ially estab-
lished structures of meaning’ (p. 12), ‘interworked systems of construable

- signs’. or symbols {p. 14). Culture, then, ‘is not a power, something to

whi.ch social events, behaviors, institutions, or processes can be causall

attrxbutjféd;‘ it is a context, something within which th;-,y can be intelligibg
— that is, thickly — described’ {p. 14; my italics). Cultural a-nalysis. Geertz
emphasises, is always a process of interpretation, concerning what "speciﬁc

I,people say, what they do, what is done by them’ (p. 18). I fully accept this
| .approach ) c_ult_L‘xre in terms of socially established structures of meaning,
-and I agree that ‘the important thing labout the anthropologist’s findings is

theiF..compIex. spe_ciﬁéness, their circumstantiality’ (p. 25). Both points
obvnously apply to the study of literature. Although. Geertz's own work has
béen recently attacked on both ideological and methodological grounds,?!

{3 am perfec;:tly happy to accept his invocation of ‘thick description’ as the
‘hest wa ing ¢ : ki i i L

pest y of analysing ‘the conceptuajl_ structures. that inform our subjects’
A proper reconstruction of the ‘stratified hierarchy of meaningful struc-
-tures’ is a major undertaking even for pre-industrial or pre-literate societies,

and ‘anyone familiar with only a cross-section of modern ethnographical
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studies — Malinowski on the Trobriand Islanders, Evans-Pritchard on the
Nuer, Gregory Bateson on the Naven — knows what ademanding task
that can be. To attempt the same for the European Rendissance, with its
complex econemic - structures, varieties of social’ stratlﬁcatlon, elaborate
techniques for the “acquisition and- dissemination of knowledge, would
be a worthiwhile but massive undertaking, and no-one ¢an blame New
Historicists for citing samples-only. But the problem is, how to choose such
samples, and what ‘status to give them within the society as ai whole.

Comrientators have long complained that the samples chosen are not
representative and that théy have often been misapplied. (My prior objec-
tion ‘would be that the exponents of this method have not even attempted
the methodological discussion as to -what the ‘stratified “hierarchy of
meaningful structures’ would look- like, and where the samples would fit.)
Whete Montrose proposes that New - Historicism substitutes ‘for -the
diachronic text of an autonomous literary history the synchronic text of a
cultural system’ (Montrose 1989, p: 17) Hayden White replies that this
reconstituting of ‘the historical context’ as ‘the cultural system’ gives offence
to historians in that now: ‘social - institutions and practices, “including
politics, are construed as functions of this system, -rather than the reverse’
(White 1989, p. 294). New Historicism thus seems to be based on what
White calls ‘the “culturalist fallacy”, which marks it as a brand of historical
idealism’; and is ‘reductionist in a'double sense: it reduces the social to the
status of a function of the cultural, and then further reduces the cultural to
“the status of a text’ (ibid.). ‘

. The cultural ‘samples’ that New Historicism brmgs into the foreground
may be chosen at random, although some commentators see a deliberate
pattern. To White their concern'with the anecdotal reflects. a Foucault-
inspired interest in the fragmentation of ‘dominant codes — social,
political, cultural, psychological’ (ibid., p.-301). To Lentricchia ‘the
‘lengthy citations of bizarre, apparently off-center materials’ at the begin-
ning of Greenblatt’s essays ‘seem to promise what, in theory, new historic-
ism, so hermeneutically savvy, isn’t supposed to promise — direct access to
history’s gritty- ground-level texture’ (Lentricchia 1988, p. 91; 1989, p.
234). In fact; he argues, the dominant idea is still Foucault’s, ‘that all
social life is organized and controlled down to its oddest and smallest
details’ (ibid.}. Other commentators object:that the New Historicists
seldom declare what status they are claiming for the ‘cultural samples’ on
display, an opportunistic silence which leaves their readers unable to know
what weight to give this anecdotal material. The. Marxist critic Walter
‘Cohen has observed. that ‘New historicists ‘are likely to seize upon some-

thing out of the way, obscure; even bizarre: dreams, -popular or aristocratic

festivals . . . sexual treatises . . . descriptions of clothing, reports on disease’,

and much else (Cohen 1987, p. 33).2* These have always figured in " f
traditional historiography, only now they are elevated from the margin to -

the centre, indeed displace the centre, dispensing with the notion of a
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. coherent structure in politics, society, religion, or any other aspect of
" Renaissance culture. But the New Historicists’ fondness for the ‘telling

anecdote’ ) or ‘overlooked detail’ of socral history, Cohen ob]ects “tests on
the large and unexamined methodologlcal assumption that ‘any one aspect
of a society is related to any other’, and that therefore ‘any social practice
has at least a potential connection to any theatrical practice’ (p. 34). This
belief in ‘arbitrary connectedness’ results, as he shows, in alarming con-
tradictions between pronouncements by the same writer. In one essay
Greenblatt sees the history play as afistocratic, in another as bourgeois;
elsewhere the “relation between power.and subversion is formulated in
contradictory terms’: Power is visible; power is invisible. ‘Since each essay
[by Greenblatt] pursues a particular isstie to a logical extreme’ without the
constraint of an-organising principle, ‘contradictions are bound to occur’.
Further, the New Historicists’ fragmentation of history into a series of
tincoordinated episodes encourages the belief that any single episode may
be proclaimed fully representative.

= The dangers of this elevation of the anecdotal to a central ‘status ate
clear, encouraging as it does the use of interesting little stories not as

‘otnaments to the text-but as load-bearing props in the argument, a role to
‘which they are unsuited. Robert N. Watson, otherwise an effusive admirer
of this group, commenting that to begin an éssay with a historical anecdote

has become ‘practically a generic signature of New Historicist studies’, and
floating the jdea of renaming it ‘the New Anecdotalrst movement’, lists
some of the risks involved in such a method

+ The historical data may be so fragmentary as to be worthless for- char-

- acterizing the crucial activities of an entire culture; the critic may allow
 the mere suggestive juxtaposition of specific histotical and literary arti-
facts to serve in place of any, specific explanauon of the cohnections,
ignoring all the dangers of the argument by analogy; and the use of an
. historical rather. than a literary excerpt may be exploited to give the
. essay an aura of bemg somehow more real and important than ‘purely
llterary criticism, as  if pageants or. indquisitions .or . architecture were

1eg1ble in ob]ectrve and rdeologlcally hberatmg ways that lrterature 1tse1f
is no’c : :

o

'}'ean Howard also ‘objected 0 the adecdotal methad, for not de'cla'ring'

whether the ‘flustrative: example is representatrve, and if so, on what
grounds, statistically, say; or-just by one’s own authority (Howard 1986, p.
38). Despite their evasiveness on this, as on other major issues, the success
of.the new anecdotalism ¢learly means that most readers have been happy
to accept the validity and meaningfulhiess of the anecdotes at face value.
(This may, of course,. be a comment on current crrtrcal and scholarly
standards )

As we can see, some cr1t1cs have begun to taise the methodologrcal issue

' of what Howard describes as the ‘theoretical aporia’, created by New His-
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carelessness. The open-minded sceptlcxsm I have recommended must
lnclude a readiness to check all sources.

toricisin’s discussing ‘neither the rationale for the method nor the status of
the knowledge produced’, thus not allowing others to relate the cultural
sample to ‘a culture’s whole system of signifying practices” (ibid.). To e
these misgivings in principle are well justified; others may feel that they
would prefer to see the method in practice. In which case, as Greenblatt
might say, ‘consider the following document, the opemng of his essay
‘Resonance and Wonder': - :

I

Turnmg finally to New Historicist Shakespeare criticism, 1 shail 11m1t this
discussion-to the essays by Greenblatt, who coined the term and is widely
regarded as its outstanding practitioner, and I shall focus on two char-
acteristic aspects, the juxtaposition of literary texts with unusual con-
textual material, and. the wse of both to indict government past and
present, all structures of legitimacy. This is what he described himself as
doing, linking ‘the Renaissance. . . to the present both analogically and
causally’. Both modes n_light-appear to be historical; or diachronic, but a
prior methodological point that needs discussion is the effect of the New
‘Historicists substituting ‘the synchronic text of ‘a cultural system’ for the
diachronic' approach of conventional history (Montrose ‘1989, p. 17). In
this - mode they follow the orientation. of semiology after Barthes, which —
as we saw in Chapter 1 — was concerned not with what signs mean
but how they function, or how they circulate within a society. In 1988
Greenblatt collected four previously published essays: to make a book called
Shakespearean Negotiations. The Circulation of Social Energy in Renaissance
England, adding a new essay justifying his concept’ of ‘the circulation of
social energy’ (Greenblact 1988, pp. 1-20), in which he tries to offer
‘insight into the half-hidden cultural transactions through -which great
works of art are empowered’ (p. 4). But any notion that these might be
produced by authors in an intentional ‘act of création disappears into a
“generalised and-depersonalised idea of circulation, ‘moving certain things
+— principally ordinary language but also metaphors, ceremonies, dances
.. from. one culturally demarcated zone to another’ (p. 7). This is
obviously a restatement of Foucault’s account of the circulation of dis-
course, and Greenblatt acknowledges his debt to L’ Usage des plaisirs for: the
term ‘dynamic circulation’ (p. 12). Updated perhaps, the Barthes-Foucault
emphas1s on the system of transactions still ignores. the crucial issu¢ of
meaning, as well ‘as agency. If we are to write a history of cultural
transactions we need to ask who instigates this ‘circulation’ {if we must
keep this inherently vague and all-encompassing terrir), and why; also what
it meant at each stage, and what it means now.

;. The new term here is energy, for which Greenblatt acknowledges a
debt to -the French anthropologist Pierre Bourdieu. Checkmg the work
cited, we find: Bourdieu using the term ‘social energy’ in ‘discussing what
he calls ‘symbolic capital’, that is; the standmg that a .person -or group
achieves in the eyes of peets by such’ tactics as ‘amassing food only to lavish
it on-others’, or by conspicuous purchases to indicate often illusory wealth

In a small glass case in the l1brary of Chr1st Church Oxford, there is a
round, red priest’s hat; a note card identifies it as having belonged to
Cardinal Wolsey. . . . [The] note informs us [that] the hat was acquired -3
for Christ Church in the eighteenth century, purchased, we are told, i
from a company of players. If this miniature history-of an artifact is too |
vague to be of much consequence — 1 do not know. the name of the
_company of players, or the circumstances in which they acquired their
curious stage property, or whether it was ever used, for example, by an.
actor playing Wolsey in Shakespeare’s Henry VIl — it nonetheless
 evokes a vision of cultural production that 1 find compeiling. The §
. peregrinations of Wolsey's hat suggest that cultural artifacts do not stay
still, that they exist in time, and that they are bound up with personal -§
“and institutional conflicts, negotiations, and appropriations. {Greenblatt
1990, p. 161) - : : :

In such a way one can begin a paragraph in the mode of Hazhtt or Charles
" Lamb, and end up sounding like Foucault. o

Unfortunately, as Anne Barton has pointed out, almost every detail in ¥
this anecdote is wrong: : : i

A wide-brimmed cardinal’s hat. . . can indeed be viewed under glass in {
Christ Church library. The note accompanying it, however, provides 4
information rather different from that Greenblatt attributes to it. It
explains that the hat was found in the Great Wardrobe by Bishop Burnet
-~ (who died in'1715) when he was Clerk of the Closet. Burnet's son left it
to his housekeeper, from whom it passed to the Dowager Countess of
Albermarle’s butler, and then to the countess herself, who in 1776
presented it to Horace Walpole. Described in the Strawberry Hill sale of |
1842 as Wolsey’s; the hat was bought by the actor Charles Kean, -who is
said to have worn it more than once when playing Wolsey in Henry
VI Kean died i in 1868. It was after the death of his only child, a Mrs.
Logie, that various members of Christ Church purchased it, for the sum
of sixty-three pounds. This note card is known to have' been in place for
at least a quarter of a century. (Barton 1991, p. _51)

That cautionary tale, displaying what Barton describes as ‘Greenblatt’s
tendency to handle historical circumstances approximately’, shows that
anecdotal history may eXpIess neither a Foucauldian interest in fragmented
codes ‘nor the nitty-gritty of history but a mixture of dilettantism and
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in store. The result of such attempts to preserve domination is an ‘endless
reconversion of economic capital into symbolic capital, at the cost of a
wastage of social energy. ...2> Greenblatt uses Bourdiew’s concept, but
attempts to-improve on it (or ‘historicise’ it} by referting to the OED and
noting (Greenblatt 1988, p. 5) that the word ‘energy’ entered English
through Elizabethan rhetoric, w1th George Puttenham drawing on a tradi-
tion going back to Aristotle.”6 However, this atrempt to provide a his-
torical context is badly informed, for in. classical rhetoric:energeia denotes
the forcefulness or ‘vivacity’ imparted to language ‘by. the proper use of
thetorical tropes and figures, especially metaphor. Sidney calls it ‘forcible-

ness’, through which a writer can arouse passion,. and Scaliger identifies it

with rhetorical efficacia, that is; vis orationis. repraesentantis rem excellenti
modo.?” To Bourdieu, as to most people using the term, energy obviously

implies a finite and ultimately quantifiable resource, and Greenblatt admits -

that ‘the term. implies -something measurable’ .(p. 6). Yet: by invoking
thetoric he in fact confuses mensurab1hty with petformance, and treats
content as form. As a result he is reduced to defining- social energy not in
terms of resoutces which may be ‘wasted” (although evaluation of that topic
could only be made once one had discussed its purpose, function, and
success), nor even as forcefulness, but merely as a- process of  relocation
within ‘culturally demarcated’ zones. :
For readers who might be getting restive at the. absence of definition or
localisation Greenblatt asks, ‘what then is the social energy that is being
circulated?” and answers — ‘in a _sense the question is absurd’” — that
‘everything produced by the society can circulate’, such as ‘power, charisma,
sexual excitement, collective dreams, wonder, desire, anxiety, religious
awe..." {p. 19). But this is indeed obvious. Whereas Bourdieu gives a
ngorous account of actual exchange processes in a closely-studied sociéty,
including a critique of the terms in which such processes have been
hitherto described, Greenblatt offers a loose, all-inclusive but nothing-
defining term which, Matthew Armold-like, .he -attempts to legitimise
by rhetorical repetition (pp. 19-20). My point is that the synchronic,
pseudo-semiological, pseudo-anthropological interest in.cultural systems or
(more recently) ‘cultural artifacts’ (Greenblatt 1990, p. 161), is so vaguely
coneeived, so lacking in methodological reflection; as to. risk declining to a
magpie-like collecting of objects that glitter and catch’ the eye. To anyone
who has learned from modern ethnography, there is a vast gulf between

that detailed, vigorous, conceptually self-aware -exploration of other .

cultures, and the New Historicists’ all too frequent anthologlsmg of

the unusual. Whoever is ambitious, in Greenblatt’s words, ‘to.erase all -

boundaries separating cultural studies into narrowly specialised -compart-
ments’ {ibid., p. 4), needs to take: seriously. the analytical and historio-
graphlcal standards that apply in each discipline. .

. As an example of Greenblatt's placing of literary texts in- soc1al contexts
Iet us take an essay that begins ‘far from the Renaissance, with a narrative
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of social practice first published in thé American Baptist Magazine of 1831’
- {p: 80}. Why not,. if it can link up convincingly with the literary work?
The ‘social practice’ (ancther portentotis phrase) here invoked is actually
an individual action by the Rev. Francis Wayland, a Baptist minister and
early president of Brown University, recording -how he disciplined his
15-month old son, an ‘unusually self willed’ boy, who had started crying
onhe day when his father took him from the arms of his nurse, and angrily
thrown away a piece of bread ‘his father offered him. Convinced of ‘the
. ‘necessity of subduing his temper’, Wayland kept the hoy in solitude and
periodically “offered him food,: provided' that he accepted both it and his
father in a-welcoming way. Having ‘fasted thirty-six houts’, as Wayland
‘misdescribes his enforced withdrawal of food and love, the boy ‘was now
truly. an"object of pity. Unmoved, though, Wayland persisted in - his
‘course of discipline’ until his son’s will was completely broken, and he
‘repeatedly kissed me, and would do so whenever I commanded. He would

kiss ‘any one when [ directed him . . ., and finally came to love his father
- ‘more than anyone else (pp. 80-82; my italics). This is a chilling narrative,
particularly in: Wayland’s unawareness of the incongruity of sich words as
‘commanded’ and “‘directed’. To anyone familiar with the Boisterous and
unpredictable energies of ¢hildren at this age (as I write this my youngest
daughter is 15 months old, as it happens) the scene can be v1v1dly
imagined; in all its cruelty. :

_For Greenblatt, scourge of twentleth'century complacency, it would be
‘a mistake’ to imagine that we today have ‘freed ourselves from. such

‘primitive disciplinary- pathology’. We have not; but then, we also know
-where it comes from, for :

Waylands struggle is. .. the sophisticated product of a long historical
process whose roots he at least partly in .early modern England, the
England of Shakespeare s King Lear. (p. 82)

Wayland’s demands ‘that his son take food dlrectlx)r from him and come to
him voluntarily’ are, Greenblatt suggests, a ‘bourgeols1ﬁed version of the
- love test' with which Shakespeare’s play ‘opens’ (ibid.}. Everyone' will

‘acknowledge “a certain tesemblance: between' thesé two situations, as a
_ -patent articulates: an expectation of love which the child is supposed to
- show, but at the same time we can all see the differences. King Lear begins
~ with an.abdication and" inheritance ritual, a highly -artificial ceremony
added by Shakespeare to his sources (no other version of the Lear story
included this point),”® designed to legitimise the King's de facto division of
‘his kingdom. The ceremony goes hideously wrong when Cordelia refuses
‘both the flattery and the reification of love that Lear expects. There is no
question of ‘disciplining’ her in the sense of improving her future conduct,
for whatever Cordelia has leatned from her upbringing has not; thankfully,
stamped out her individual integrity, and it is tdo laté to change that.
. Greenblatt recognises as much (p 83), and subsequently offers a sensible,
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if conventional (none the worse for that!) analysis-of the play in terms of
its network of rights and obligations (pp. 95-6). In between these points,
however, he builds up a structure -of inference that the anecdote from
Wayland seems too slight to support. R :

In effect, Greenblatt develops the ‘continuity’ option: (rather than
‘analogy’), secking to link Shakespeare’s England directly with Jacksonian
America’, notwithstanding the many different factors shaping each society.
He argues that one ‘crucial difference’ between the two texts is that ‘by the
early nineteenth century the age of the child who is tested has been pushed
back drastically’. The fact that Wayland expected his 15-month old son to
understand him, we are told, ‘reflects a transformation in cultural attitudes
towards children, a transformation whose early signs may be glimpsed in
Puritan child-rearing manuals’, and which ‘culminates in.the educational

philosophy of Rousseau and the poetry of Wordsworth’. (I doubt if either of

those ‘had much to say about bringing up one-year old children... .}
Cordelia, however, is tested at “precisely [sic] the age that demanded the
greatest attention, instruction, and discipline’- in. Shakespeare’s England,
the years between 15 and 26 (p. 83; my italics). For, according to Lawrence
Stone, ‘the floating mass of young unmarried males’ constituted an unruly
element in society, whose spirits had to be curbed by.educational and
social pressures, while girls, too, had to be taught to move ‘from the
auithority of the father or guardian to the authority of the husband’ (p. 83-4).
Setting aside for the moment Stone’s extremely -dubious history of family
‘life (see Chapter 6), I note here the whole. series of assumptions that
Greenblatt has quietly made, whether or not with-full awareness: that a
literary text is reliable evidence for Elizabethan society; that each of these
two texts is representative of their period; and that the differences between
them represent actual historical changes. Assumptions of such magnitude
surely deserve some methodological discussion. : I
Greenblatt, unconcerned with method, claims that by the ninetcenth
century ‘the temporal frame has shifted from adolescence. to infancy’; and,
‘equally significant, the spatial frame has shifted as well, from the public to
the private’ - shifts, that is, which are representative of their period. Lear
is of course a king’, Greenblact hurriedly adds, but asserts that Renaissance
writers conceived the family as continuous with public life, so. that

ear’s interrogations of his daughters’ feelings. toward him’-can be seen

as registering ‘a central ideological principle of middle- and - upper-class
families in the early modern period’ (p. 84). This is to assume; without
argument, that a play whose known.sources include a folk-tale story as
retold by a legendary Celtic history of Britain, medieval chronicles, a

contemporaty novel inspired by Greek romance, and a tract exposing Jesuit
exorcisms, not to mention Shakespeare’s creative re-shaping: of all this -

material, nevertheless presents a typical image of contemporary family life.
Equally tendentious, it seems to me, is the remark that ‘By the time of
Jacksonian America, the family has moved indoors, separated from-civil
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society .. ." (p. 85). But surely the family of a Baptist minister was more or
‘less onpublic display, meant to be seen as exemplary to society at large?
To ‘generalise on. such slender evidence is a prime example of the faulty
Pature of arguments that do not recognise the necessity of confronting
negative instances’, as Bacon emphasised; the fact that an ohservation of
1,000 white swans concluding that all swans are white would be negated
by the discovery of a single black one.” All that is neéeded to destroy
Greenblatt’s thesis would be to discover a Renaissance ‘text in which
a father disciplined his child in the same way as Wayland, and/or a
nineteenth-century one where a father disinherited a child for not giving
himn Iove on the terms he expected. But in any case the generalisations rest
onthe flimsiest base. ' ' : oo '

:'Greenblatt’s desire to bring his two texts into .more than accidental

contiguity leads him to argue for the ‘continuity’ option in. his linking of

past and present, now claiming several ‘significant continuities between
Renaissance child-rearing techniques and those of nineteenth-century

Amierican evangelicals’, the first ‘being parental observation of children.
Where Wayland scrutinises ‘his son carefully, Lear and Gloucester ‘seem
- purblinid' by comparison’: ‘Lear can’t distinguish the elder daughters’
'l‘iyppcrisy from the youngest’s truth, while Gloucester can’t even recognise
- Edgar’s handwriting (p. 85). But it is surely pointless to apply naturalistic
. criteria to the behaviour of charactérs in a play, and then argue outwards
7 from: this point to history. Lear’s inability to evaluate Cordelia properly is

tb‘e. starting point of the play’s action, an artificial situation in itself, of

course (I'mean, that an action should have such a clear-cut beginning),
‘_ but it is perhaps the culmination of a lifetime’s ethical blindness. As for
- Edgar’s handwriting, a competent trickster like Edmund could easily forge
t_lr_lat (just to accept for the moment these naturalistic expectations). But all
~ this ‘is irrelevant, in any case, for Greenblatt was meant to be showing
~‘significant continuities’ between England in 1605 and America in 1831,
~and the fathers here are behaving quite differently. At least in Lear, he can

add, the daughters ‘scrutinize' their fathers’, the remarks of Goneril and

Regan at the end of the first scene (‘how full of changes his age is’) thus
_being taken out of the play and generalised as a social practice. Widening
-~ his historical scope still further, Greeénblatt tells us that ‘there is virtually
- no evidence’ of ‘intensé paternal observation of the young’ in ‘late medieval

England’ but ‘quite impressive evidence’ of it in the seventeenth century,

- as in Puritanism, witness the diary of Ralph Josselin (p. 86). Such reckless
 assertions, which claim t6 know social attitudes over a three-hundred 'year
~period, are familiar from. the works of Foucault and Stone, but here read
- more like a parody of them. - - :

. Bringing together two such: different texts is'a difficult task, ‘yet in the

: .tr_ial’,j.as Nestor says of the combat between Hector and Achilles, ‘much
- opinion: dwells’ ~— and somé danger. The person juxtaposing the two

may-be tempted to snatch at slight resemblances. The fact that Josselin
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threatened to disinherit his unruly heir John, in 1674, Greenblatt clairms,
‘provides an immediate link to King Lear’ (not surprisingly, since Greenblatt
has chosen to quote only this one passage about disinheritance),-but also,
he finds, TJosselin’s threat to “make only a provision. . . to put bread in
your hand” curiously anticipates the symbolic object of contention in .the
Wayland nursery . .."-(pp. 86—7). An equally flimsy parallel — recalling
Fluellen’s unwitting parody of Plutarch’s ‘Parallel Lives’, the telling. com-
parison between Macedon and Monmouth being that each town has a river
‘and there is salmons in both’ — is that Lear’s pathetic. ‘dream of the prison
as nursery’ distinguishes him from Wayland, who ‘used ‘the nursery as
a prison’. This is one of ‘the crucial differences’ between two. cultures
{(p.: 98): not everyone will agree. The last of these supposed . historical
categories that Greenblatt invokes is what he calls ‘salutary anxiety',- the
deterrent effect of the fear of punishment, which in Renaissance England
was at ‘the symbolic center of society’, in royal power, but had been ‘lost
by early nineteenth-century America’ (p.:91-2). What concerns me is
not the Americans’ ‘loss’ (hardly surprising, given their rejection of a
monarchy), but Greenblatt’s attempt-to diffuse the concept of anxiety
first to Renaissance theories of tragedy and thence to Shakespeare. As a
dramatist, Greenblatt. suggests, Shakespeare creates authority figures, such
as the Dukes in Measure for Measure and The ‘Tempest, both of whom
‘systematically awaken anxiety in others and become, for this reasom,

images of the dramatist himself’ (pp. 91-2), This double claim, already

made earlier,? must be dismissed as wholly anachronistic, proto-Freudian,
lacking any grounding either in literary theory or dramatic practice. It
seetns a suspiciously easy way of associating Shakespeare with: the state and
its exercise of power. L SRR '

From this first experience of New ‘Historicist practical criticism we can
deduce that the juxtaposition of two .items,. texts, cultural samples, or
whatever, if it is to suggest similarities as well as differences, has. to
find a common point, a tertium comparationis. In the Wayland/Lear essay
Greenblatt’s similarities sometimes turned out to be differences, at other
times just trivial: The element of risk involved is great, but the ‘opinion’ or
reputation, the symbolic capital that can accrue if performed to the general
satisfaction, is also great. In an essay called ‘Fiction and- Friction’
Greenblatt links Twelfth Night with two cases of -transvestism. recorded in
France in and -after Shakespeare’s lifetime. ‘In one of them, reported by
Montaigne, a girl posed as a man, married a woman and lived: together
with her for several months ‘to the wife’s satisfaction’, before the girl was

exposed, tried and executed (Greenblatt 1988, pp. 66—8). According to
Greenblatt, in Twelfth Night ‘Shakespeare almost, but not quite, retells’

this story. Presumably he means that Viola in her disguise as Cesario might
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have actually gone through a ceremony with Olivia (despite Viola’s own
love for Orsino), and then.. . . and then. . . — but.the more we begin to
think the suggestion -through, the more absurdly impossible it scems. To
Greenblatt it is ‘one of those shadow stories that haunt the plays’ (p. 67).
Yet, to scrutinise that metaphor for a moment, how can the story be said
to ‘haunt’ the plays when the chances are that neither Shakespeare nor the -
majority of his audience had ever heard of it? And in what sense is it a
* ‘shadow’? As the persona in Donne’s ‘Nocturnal upon St. Lucy’s Day’ puts
it, ‘If I an ordinary nothing were, / As shadow, a light and body must be
here’. Where is the light, and which is the body? ' o
" To anyone familiar with English Renaissance drama it is surprising that
- Greenblatt, looking for examples of female transvestism, should go so far
afield. It is odd, to start with, that he should have taken his examples from
- France, when the ‘English public theatre alone in Europe did not allow
women on the stage. Better instances.of actual female transvestism would
have been Ricliard Brome’s comedy, A mad couple well match’d (1639), or
;. Ovid’s fable of Iphis and lanthe (Metamorphoses, 9.673—797).% But a more
_ pressing objection must be against the use of actual transvestism as a
parallel for romantic drama, in which — with the familiar paradoxes of
reversal within English-drama — a boy actor dresses as a woman who then
- disguises as a man. This is'an artificiality peculiar to the theatré in those
~days, of coursé, but it remains a convention or contract that must simply
be accepted before drama can at all take place. Such disguises within the
play are short-term,’ achieve a'specific aitn — self-preservation, suspension
of identity, the achievement.of some romantic goal —— and are abandoned
once that goal is achieved. In this‘form ¢ pretends to be Q, up to the
denouement, whether voluntary or not. But there is an enormous jamp
~ from here to the two historical topics that Greenblatt brings in, transvestism
(§ functioning as ') and hermaphroditistm (being simultaneously @ and
). And for someone pretending to recreate the Renaissance social
- eontext it is surprising that Greenblatt should not have observed the fierce
disapproval, in those days, of what is now lightly termed ‘cross-dressing’.
- This is' a well-known point to anyone familiar-with the connotations of
effeminacy’ then, or with the exemplum of Hercules reduced to spinning
for Omphale, or the biblically-inspired: diatribes of Elizabethan moralists,
. or Sidney'’s difficulties with the ‘womanish man’ produced by the disguised
prince in' Arcadia. This whole topic- hds been recently treated with great
historical range and critical intelligence by Linda Woodbridge,*! in a book
unwisely ignored by Greenblatt, which shows that the Renaissince knew ‘a
- tradition of fear and of .contempt for physical androgyny and transvestisim
which' went back to the Greeks’ (and' presumably. explains why the legal
entences punishing it were so savage). Ovid’s myth of Hermaphroditus
ecame ‘‘an emblem - of bestial transformation’ in Renaissance - culture
. (Woodbridge 1984, p. 141). In Shakespeare’s plays the dramatist reminds
,us each time that female transvestism, ‘however necessitated by emergency
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circumstances, is unnatural’ and ‘shameful’. When Shakespeare’s heroines
don male weapons they are given ‘the feigned masculinity of the braggadocio’
(ibid., pp. 153-4) as a sign of the role being played. In the Renaissance
male fransvestism was regarded as even more shameful, horrible, or comi¢
(p. 157). .

Greenblatt claims to be ‘break[mg} away from the textual 1solat1on that
is the primary principle of formalism’ {Greenblatt 1988, pp. 72-3}. The
dichotomy is attractive, but specious: the alternative to ‘isolation’ can
be - irrelevant - contextualisation: Greenblatt’s ambition to ‘historicize
Shakespearean sexual nature’ (p. 72) will not be fulfilled by 1gnor1ng the
central issues of normal male-female sexual behaviour for such. ‘newer’
topics as Renaissance attitudes to hermaphroditism; or the belief — of
some theorists only*? — that the male and female genitalia were struc-
turally homologous (pp. 72—85), topics which are in any case completely
marginal to the plays. Greenblatt finally returns to the text (Twelfth Night,
we recall) from his background reading via a. new tertium quid, namely the
concept of heat. In most physiology descending from Aristotle and Galen
heat is a crucial factor in distinguishing the sexes. The male’s greater body
heat was thought to produce ‘the most perfectly concocted semen from
which the male will be born’, and to give the male child superior' mental
characteristics: ‘courage, - liberality, moral strength, honesty’.** Heat is a
functional part in theories of sex (not gender!) differentiation, another
topic of marginal interest to Shakespearian drama, Greenblatt, however,
treats heat as he pleases, now in concrete terms in the medical writings,
‘then in abstract or metaphorical terms in literature, locating it as verbal

wit, in tum redefined as ‘pleasurable chafing’, or ‘erotic chafing’. His 3§

theory (a strikingly improbable one, depriving the dramatist .of anything
approaching common sense). is that.‘Shakespeare realized that. .. sexual
chafing could not be presented literally on stage’ (what does this mean:
sexual foreplay? masturbation?), and so resorted to ‘verbal wit’ as a sub-
stitute -(pp. 88-9). Having ascribed this remarkable piece of logic to
the dramatist he concludes that ‘dallying with words is the principal
Shakespearean representation of erotic heat’ (p. - 90). By this concept he
does not mean, surprisingly enough,; ‘Shakespeare’s use of bawdy, but the
kind of obstructive punning made by Feste against Viola, or — we might

add, finally ruining his gossamer theory of the ‘eroticism’ involved — by

the gravedigger to Hamlet. Few things have been less erotic to readers and
-theatregoers in these last three hundred years than this kind of wit, -and it
is a sad instance of the gap between critical ambition and performance
that, after this long haul through the medical background, we are given
such a brief and unoriginal discussion of Twelfth Night, with an unrelated
switch from res to verba. As one critic has said, in a different context, ‘of
all. activities, the consumption of words is the most remote from pure or
bodily sensation’ (Tallis 1988, p. 118).

It is always hard for the reader to know how much self—crmasm lies
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behmd the book he is reading, how many times the author has scrapped
material that he found inadequate, tewritten passages that were clumsy or
confused. While ready to credit Greenblatt any amount of labor timae, for
such smooth eloquence as his does not come easily, an essay like Fiction or
Friction’ seems to me to show a disregard for, or unawareness of, normal
scholarly criteria of argument and evidence. Some readers object that it
only uses the medical material in a subsidiary way;** my ‘objection is that it
fieither masters that material nor uses it to illuminate the drama. A more
promising subject is offered by an essay called ‘Shakespeare and: the
Exorcists’, which brings together King Lear and Samuel Harsnétt’s Declira-
tion of Egreglous Popish Impostures (1603). Harsnett, who had previously
exposed the Puritan éxorcist, John Darrell, here unveiled the practices of
~ 'thé Jesuit Edmunds in persuading three-chambermaids in the fainily of
.Edmund Peckham ‘“to seeme as though they had been possessed, when
as in truth they were not”’. The priest’s ‘motive was to reconcile the
‘supposed demoniacs and .others. .. to the old ‘Church’, ‘and ke was
successful (Muir 1961, pp. 149-50). The main link between Harsnett and
Shakespeare consists, as Lewis Theobald first showed in 1733,% i in the fact
that Edgar, in his assumed persona as Poor Tom, uses the names of the
several devils who supposedly possessed the serving maids:

- Five fiends have been in poor Tom at once; as Obidieut, of lust;
‘ Hoberdidance, ‘prince of dumbness; Mahu, of steahng, Modo, of murder;
thbertlglbett of mopping and mowing. . (4.1.586f)

There are numerous smaller echoes, but that is the most concentrated.
Shakespeare shows no - interest in- the supposed ‘exorcism’, nor in the
Jesuits’ doings, but uses the text for its authentic details of dev1ls names,
~and. seems to have becn attracted by its great range of unusual words,
which crop up in King Lear and almost nowhere else in the canon.® Given
the evidence of these verbal borrowings, what then?

Greenblatt is aware that this link has been ‘known for centuries’, but
complains that ‘the knowledge has remained almost entirely inett, locked
in the conventional pieties of source study’ (Greenblatt 1988, p. 94; in an
-.earlier version source study was said to be ‘the elephant’s graveyard’ of
~.modern criticism). Ready to vitalise and release it; Greenblatt starts from
- the Foucault-like approach of locating the “institutional strategies’ in which
both texts are ‘embedded’,‘and makes ithe following grandiose statement:
. ‘These strategies, -1 suggest’ — the reader soon learns to beware of such
. ingratiating -and modest-seeming claims — ‘are part of an intense and
sustained struggle in late sixteenth and’ early seventeenth century England
" to" redefine the central values of society’, a process of ‘transforming the
prevailing standards of judgment and action, rethinking. . . conceptual
categories’ (p. 95). The subséquent discussion does nothing to justify this
grandiose claith: what was the struggle? which' — or whose — were the
* values? which categories were rethought? These are all questions that are
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never posed, let alone answered. This claim illustrates Alastair Fowler's -
judgment on New Historicism’s ‘fondness for exaggeration’: ‘Overstated -

epistemes are unsusceptible of demonstration; so. the new. historicists tend
to rely on unargued assertion, or on selected instances’ (Fowler 1988, pp.
967-8). Greenblatt's point of departure here is Harsnett’s denunciation of

exorcism (following Reginald Scot) as ‘juggling and deluding the people

by counterfeit miracles’ (Greenblatt 1988, p. 100)." Other opponents. of
exorcism described it as false or ‘theatrical’, drawing on the pejorative

metaphors traditionally attached to. the theatre. In fact, although 7

Greenblatt sweepingly dismisses source studies, credit for first commenting
on the theatrical imagery in Harsnett must be given to Kenneth Muir, a
leading source scholar of modern times. ‘One of the first things. . . to
strike a reader of Harsnett’s Declaration’, Muir writes, ‘is his detailed and
unclerical knowledge of the theatre’. There are many references to Plautus
and Terence, to medieval miracle-plays, and a memorable description of
the Vice (Muir 1961, p. 148). -

- But Harsnett’s acquaintance with the stage ‘can best be gauged from the

way he continually returns to his comparison, made on the first page, of -

‘the ‘tricks .of the-exorcists to a stage ‘performance. There are scores of
references to actors, comedians, players, tragedians, cue-fellows, playing,
. acting, performing, feigning,: counterfeiting, acts (of a play), dialogue,
prompter, cue, plaudites, puppets, scenes, hangings, &c. (ibid., p. 149)

The fact that Harsnett uses ‘some 230 words derived from the ‘theatre’ may
reveal a private passion for the stage, but, ‘as Chaplain to the Bishop of
London he had the job of licensing books for the press. . . and he read
plays as part of his job’. His publisher, James Roberts, was also connected

with the
plays (ibid. ). o C _ KRR
The originality of Greenblatt’s link between exorcism and drama is
much diminished once we read Muir's analysis. Greenblatt’s treatment of
the material, however, is original. His strategy is to emphasise the fact that
although some echoes of Harsnett appear from other characters,- the main
list of devils is given to Edgar, who is ‘counterfeiting’ madness, or as he
misleadingly puts it, displaying theatricality. From this point the argument
develops as a (fallacious) syllogism: exorcism was denounced as ‘counter-
feit’; but drama- was also counterfeit; ergo, drama is a form of-exorcism, or
exorcism a form of drama. But the fact that opponents of exorcism used
derogatory ‘metaphors from the theatre does not mean’ that these are
convertible propositions.. Then to say that Edgar’s claim to have seen
a ‘fiend which parted from’ Gloucester before his. attempted suicide
(4.6.69f) — and not, notice, emerging from his mouth, as supposedly
happened in exorcism — constitutes ‘the play’s brooding upon spurious
exorcism’ (p.  118), or shows that the play effects a. ‘convergence of

he theatre, having printed the Second Quarto of Hamlet and other .
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. exorcism and theater’, to- make-such judgments is to build not upon sand
but-on air.“The references to devils in King Lear have nothing to do
with exorcism, and Shakespeare shows no interest either in the Jesuits
or in what Greenblatt misleadingly describes (without ever defining) as
‘charismatic exorcism’ (pp. 10, 120). Greenblatt can be judged to have
succumbed to the ‘continuing temptation’ in his method, as Garry Wills
puts it, to ‘use. . . historical data outside their full historical context’. In
this essay, Wills judges, . '

‘Greenblatt ignores the several meanings of ‘exorcism’ at’ the time, and
: entirely misses a polémic from the same ‘years that did, explicitly, attack
' Jesuit exorcisnis-by-relic — Thomas Dekker’s play The Whore of Babylon,
* *in'which priests are dispatched from Rome to England to undermine the
~‘regime with exorcisms. Greenblatt thought there should be an anti-
“rexorcism play, given the salience of the issue; but he got the wrong
“éne. ., 3T R R
¢ Among the fragments of reading Greenblatt uses to bolster up his argument
- is the fact that Lear was once performed at the manor house of a recusant
- couple in Yorkshire, which to him suggests that the play itself was ‘strangely
~ sympathetic . . . to the situation of persecuted Catholics’ (p. 122); and the
.temark that Cordelia ‘redeems nature from the general .curse’, which to
“him suggests a link with medieval Resurrection plays which offered ocular
- proof that Christ has risen (p. 123), two comments that show some
- uncertainty about the nature of religiori in the Renaissance.*®
.+ The tertium comparationis in this essay, exorcism, supposedly linking
~ Harsnett with Shakespeare, again fails to fulfil the demands Greenblatt
- makes on it. He ascribes a wholly illusory idea to the dramatist by saying
‘that ‘In Shakespeare, the realization that demonic possession is a theatrical
 imposture leads not to aclarification . . . but to a deeper uncertainty in the
 face of evil’ (p. 122; my italics). Greenblatt reports Harsnett as'saying that
_‘the hidden. reality’ behind the imposture s. .. the theater’ (p. 126;
-y italics): but all that Harsnett ,saysé is that it is, like the theatre, a
* ‘performance’. Greenblatt arrives at the conclusion that “if false religion is
 theater’ (p. 126) then — the suggestion is — theatre is false religion, as
- proved by ‘Edgar’s fraudulent, histrionic performance’ (p. 127). Somehow
all this is said to show that ‘the official position is emptied out, even as it
_is loyally confirmed’ by Shakespeare, ‘dutifully’ writing a play to show
 the identity of theatre and imposture (ibid.). (For a self-proclaimed New
- Historicist Greeriblatt is all too often ready to commit the old heresy of
“ biographical criticism, “ascribing political motives to.Shakespeare outside
the plays themselves.} The further argument, that mad Lear’s discovery of
‘the thing itself’ is actually ‘a man playing a theatrical role’ (p. 126), .is
. fallacious: what Lear has discovered is a near-naked man, a poor forked
“animal. To start calling in question the theatricality of the theatre in these
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terms is to step into a spiral that descends rather quickly, into i.tself. ThF
link that Greenblatt attempts to forge between exorcism and King Lear is
self-deluding, illusory. - .

I\Y

The other axis in Greenblatt’s linking up the present age wit‘h .the ,
Renaissance, 1 suggested, was the motive of indictment ot “incrimina-
tiors, briefly glimpsed in those remarks on Edgar’s ‘fraudulent perf‘c_)_rr'nanf:e.
The form this usually takes is to attempt to upset the accepted distinction

between dominant and subordinate, legitimate and illegitimate pretenders -

to power. A key text for Greenblatt, as for the English neo-Althusserian
‘Cultural Materialists’ is The Tempest, now unfortunately reduced to an

allegory about colonialism, in which Prospero becomes an exploitative -

protocapitalist and Caliban an innocent savage, deprived of his lggiteraFe

hetitage. In an essay called ‘Learning to Curse: Aspects of ngmsttc

Colonialism in the Sixteenth C_entUry_"(Gregnblatt 1990, Pp: 16—39),

play is said to present ‘the starcling encounter between_ a letrered anc'l an

unlettered culture’ (p. 23). Greenblatt refers to the scene wh.ere_Callban
invites. Stephano and Trinculo to ambush Prospero during h}s a_fte_moqn
sleep: o , ' o :

- . There thou mayst brain him,
Having first seiz’d his books . . . Remember .

- First to possess his books; for without them
He’s but a sot, as I am, nor hath not _
One spirit to. command.. They all do hate him - R

- As rootedly as I. Burn but his books. . {3.2.88ft)

(Caliban ‘lyingly attributes hatred to the other spirits: Ariel, ‘although

anxious to regain freedom, is still loyal to Prospero and is ag:tually present

throughout this scene, sowing discord among these plottérs and foiling
their murder plot). The crucial point is, what these bogks represent?

SR & %

How to place Caliban is-‘a ‘delicate question for the critic. 'He is the

traditional ‘wild man’ in European travellers’ encounters with primitive

communities; he is an embodiment of lawless appetite, who would kill
Prospero and rape Miranda if he could. His rape attempt on Miranda was
evidently the point at which Prospero abandoned his goal of educating
Caliban. Until then, Caliban recalls, '

Thou strok’st me and made much of me, wouldst give me .
Water with berries in't, and teach me how

the
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To name the bigger light, and how the less, -
That burn by day and night; and then 1 lov’d thee
And show'd thee all the qualities o’th’isle . . . (1.2.3341)

Up dll that point,. Prospero interjects, he had used Caliban ‘with humane
care, and lodg'd thee /-In mine own cell, till thou'didst seek to violate /
The honour of my child’ (347ff). Caliban is unrepentant — ‘“Would’t had
~ been done! . . .1 had peopled else / This isle with Calibans’ — evidently
not acknowledging the  traditional- moral emphasis on controlling the
appetites of lust, greed; anger, and so forth. The best way to see Caliban, |
suggest,. is as an anomalous category within the Great Chain of Being. He
is capable of ‘language, and thus above the animals, but incapable: of
reason, that ability to control the appetites and live peaceably in the social
group. Reason has been, since the time of Isocrates and Cicero, the other
traditional attribute linking. language with humanity. As Prospero . says
when he learns of Caliban’s plotting with Stephano and Trinculo to
turder him, he is innately resistant to reason and education (‘nurture’),

A devil, a born devil, on whose nature

‘Nurture can never stick; on whom my pains,
_ ‘Humanely taken, all, all lost, quite lost!
- And as with age his body uglier grows, .
- So his mind cankers. IR
Again at the end, when the comic villains in the subplot are exposed,
Prospero can say ‘this thing of darkness [ / Acknowledge mine’ (5.1.278ff),
his failed experiment, the limit case of the civilising powers of language.
-1 would argue that -Shakespeare ‘is here challenging - the ' humanists’
automatic equation of ratio and oratio, their assumption that the gift of
language necessarily endows speakers with: reason. The: tradition descends
directly from the prooemium to Cicero’s De Inventione, which records how
at some time in the past ‘men wandéred. . . in the field like animals and
lived on wild fare’, lacking reason, religion, ‘socieéty and law, until one
‘great and wise man transformed them from wild savages into a kind of
gentle folk’ by the use of ‘teason and eloquence’, rafio et oratio (cit. Vickers
1988, pp. 10-11). This tradition, communicated in texts that formed part
of the basic curriculum for rhetoric and literature at both grammar school
and university, was very familiar in the English Renaissance. As Sir Philip
Sidney wrote in his Apology for Poetry, E

- (4.1.188ff)

For if ordtio__ne}it ,.EO ratio, speech :next_to :eas,o:i, be the greatest gift

-bestowed-upon mortality, that cannot be praiseless which,doth most

polish that blessing of speech. . . . (Sidney 1965, pp. 121-2)

And in a poem called ‘Man’, Géorge.;Herbérf fephféséd' the tradition:
T : Man is ev'ry thing,

And more: He is a tree, yet bears more fruit;
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A Beast, yet is, or should be more;
Reason and speech we onely bring.

As i)ai:t-man, part-beast, Caliban has a'cquirec@ only half of‘ theif tufnnnied
faculties, having oratio- but lacking the.mo.re important "ra.ttoci. that slﬁu :y
praised by Martin Luther as ‘an excellent gift g_f God,. + ..« indispensa -eb ?:
huinan welfare; without it, men could not. hve.together in society, " bu
would devour -one another like the irrational animals. Therefore . .f. it 11cs1
the function and honor of civil government to make men out o | ;23
" animals and to restrain them from degenerating into brutes ‘(at‘ Fryfe 7 t};’
p. 101). I have argued ‘elsewhere that Shakespeare calls in questlonk. e
humanist belief that eloquence is the cleﬁnin3g9 marllc of a good man l?y ma t;lng
50 many"of his most persuasive talkers.evil.” Ca‘hl.)an, 1 suggest, 1rslh ano fl:r
challenge to the humanists’ naive belief that .the gift .of speech is i erer;:s;
civﬂising.--He is resistant"to nurture, impervious to reason; a. cll'ea;?re tha
can only be counted on to follow. its own desires, however vusl_ cnﬁ. -
But as so many instances show, Shakespeare seldom created who }Z ev
characters with no redeeming features. He:regulayly allowed hl.S a}na?c Yic Of_—
criminal people some basic vitality, some engaging ?hgraptflrlstll_lc's, oIr ]us/
the ability to survive in society — as Parolles says, Simply the thing I am !
Shall make me live’. Creating Caliban involved the coh_e;_r‘ent mucclturc_e cil _
attractive and unpleasant features. He is the son of Fhe‘ dar.rllr;e witch
Sycorax’, who had imprisoned Ariel within a cloven pine unti rospe‘rccl). 3
.superior magic had released him. Caliban was the ch1lc} tl:_lgthS;rcAorla-\ix i
 licter here, / A freckled whelp hag-born. — not honour'd wit A uipa;
shape’ (1.2:283ff). This curious mixture, part-hun.lan, part-amg , Liv s
off -what it can catch: with its’ bare hands.: Terrified of _,Step l2110 alm
Trinculo, Caliban offers to pluck them berr.ies,’catch ﬁsh, %clé.cmHTapp 'f:é
dig up peanuts ‘with my long nails’, steal birds' eggs (2.2.158 ). His na
wonder at the drunken butler and servant — C - .
These be fine things, an if they bé not sprites.
That's a brave god and bears celestial liquor. .
Twill kneel to him. | (2.2.116fF)
parallels that of Miranda, on first seeing the__'assembléd_ coutt of Milan, the
usurping Duke and his followers:' '
O wonder! : o
How many goodly creatures are there here!
How beauteous mankind is! O brave new world,
That has such: people in’t! '

' iveté i ' - ’s laconic ‘T thee’
And just as her naiveté is exposed by Prospero’s laconic “Tis new to thee,

\ inculo: ‘A idiculc ' ake a wonder
is Caliban’s, by Trinculo: ‘A most ridiculous monster, to make :
Zcf)' 1',51 pior drunkard!’ (2.2.163ff). Yet, as the very medium in which
Trinculo and Stephano express themselves shows, Shakespeare has con-

- (5.1.183F)
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fined them to prose, . giving Caliban the higher register of verse,*® and a
responsiveness. to the natural world that shows again his anomalous placing
between the human and the animal: ‘Pray you, tread softly, that the blind -
imole may not / Hear a' foot fall {4.1.194). No one else in Shakespeare
could have said that. - ' LoTE o

_ The balancing of attractive and loathsome qualities, this placing of him
in anomalous categories, may explain why Caliban can only take over part
of the humane culture synibolised by the gift of language. So his desire to
burn: Prospero’s books should be taken in the first instance as identifying
the source of superior magical power, ‘my so potent art’,"as Prospero calls it

(5.1.50), an art even.greater than Sycorax, who could ‘control the moon’
- (5:1.2126f). Tt can also be taken, as Greenblatt does, to show a-hostility to
letters — ‘without them / He’s but a sot, as I am’. If s0, Caliban; who has
learned to talk but not to read and write, comes in the same class as Jack
. ‘Cade, the rebel leader, who proclaims. a totalitarian Utopia in which ‘thete
. shall be ne money", and everyone will ‘agree like brothers and worship me

their lord": The first victim of the mob is a clerk, who‘can write and: read
- and cast account’ — ‘O monstrous!’, Cade says, and cross-examines him:
- “Dost thou use ‘to write thy name? Or hast thou a mark to thyself, like an
. honest plain-dealing man? When the clerk admits, ‘[ thank God; 1 have
been so well brought up that I can write my name’, - the mob shouts ‘He -
~hath conféss'd. Away with him! He’s a villain and a trajtor’. So he is taken -
off to be hanged, ‘with his pen and inkhorry about his neck’ (2 Henry VI,
4.2.70ff). A later victim is Lord Say, whoth Cade formally indicts: - | -

. Thou hast'mést traitorously corrupted the youth ‘of the realm in erecting
v -a grammar school.. . It will.be provid to thy face that thou hast men.
«.-about thee that usually talk of a noun and a verb, and such.abominable
= words as'no Christian ear can' endure to hear. (4.7.30ff)

That'is an amusing charge, "of. course, but when the héad of Lord Say
~ appears on a pole a few minutes later the link between ‘hostility to letters’
- and anarchy-is not so'comic any longer. - - Co o
For Greenblatt-(like the Cultural Materialists

‘to be discus;ed in'Chaptér
7)Caliban is the hero of the piece,

with Shakespeare a dubious decomplice
“in his oppression and exploitation; Quoting a critic who believes that every
_dramatist: is a' colonist, . and ‘that in creating Prospero ‘Shakespeare’s

imagination was"fired by the resemblance: he perceived between himself
and a colonist’, Greenblatt announces that ‘the problem for critics’ — as if

this rather dotty idea had had a:wide uptake — *has been to accommodate
 this perceived resemblance between dramatist and colonist witha revulsion
that reaches from the political critiques. of colonialism in our own century
~back to the moral outrage of Las: Casas. and. Montaigne’ {Greenblatt
1990, .p. -24). That. flimsy :idea having ‘been assimilated, without any

methodological discussion, :to the géneral outrage that all decent people
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today feel about colonialism, Greenblatt can capitalise on this indictment,
declaring that ' : :

many -aspects of the play itself. .. make colonialism a problematical _

model for the theatrical imagination: if The Tempest holds up a mirror to
_ empire, Shakespeare ‘would appear deeply ambivalent about using the
reflected image as a representation of his own practice. (ibid.)

In one stroke Greenblait has taken the trivial -analogy between dramatist
and colonist to express a general historical law about drama, and then
made some ungrounded biographical insinuations about Shakespeare’s
uneasy feelings at being involved in this enterprise. All this from a critic
who professes fidelity to the text (Greenblatt 1988, p. 4). . :

But let us first deny your major: dramatists are not colonists. They create

in language both a world and its inhabitants. That:world did not belong

previously to any other group.of people, who have been driven out or
exploited; it has been created specifically for this play. Apply any weight to
'such an argument and it collapses. Shakespeare is not a colonist, nor. is
Prospero. ‘He -was cast away by his usurping brother and .landed on an
island previously inhabited by Sycorax. But she, too, had only landed there
having been cast. away, this time legally, by the citizens of Argier,. ‘for
mischiefs manifold and sorceries terrible’, who only spared her life because
she was pregnant. Whether Sycorax as an exiled aggressor has more right
to the island than Prospero as an injured victim, is a moot point, but it is
in any case not one raised by the play. After Sycorax’s death Prospero
landed there, freed Ariel; and attempted to educate Caliban (1.2.257ff).
Prospero has made the island as inhabitable as he could, until the propitious
time arrived when he could bring his enemies within his power and go
home. Having not killed but forgiven them — which is after all the main
and surprising event of the play — he will return to Naples to celebrate the
marriage of Ferdinand and Miranda, thence ‘retire’ to this-vita contemplativa
in ‘Milan, where / Every third thought shall be my grave’ (5.1.310ff).. He
is happy to leave ‘this bare island’ (Epilogue 8), where Caliban. can now
live alone, if he wants to, whatever the legitimacy of his. claim: {From his
final words, Tll be wise hereafter /' And seek for grace’ (5.1.198f) it Jlooks
as if Caliban prefers to serve Prospero. Since Ariel will ‘to the elements /
Be free’ (321f), the island may well be uninhabited again. ). Prospero’s stay
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{according to the Folio text; some modern editors re-assign the speech to
Prospero) describes just how Caliban’s nature was resistant to nurture: -

Abhorred slave, ‘
Which any point of goodness will not take,
_ Being capable of all ill! I pitied thee,
 Took painis to make thee speak, taught thee each hour
- One thing or other: when thou didst not, savage,
Know thine own meaning, but wouldst gabble like
A thing most brutish, I endow'd thy purposes
- With words that made them known. But thy vile race,
_Though thou didst learn, had that in’t which good natures
Could not abide to be with. ... 0 (1.2.353-62)

The? traditional schoolbook definition of man was animale rationis capax:* |
Caliban, capable of oratio only and otherwise ‘capable of all ill’, retorts:

You taught me language; and my profit on’t
Is, I know how to curse. The red plague rid you _
For learning me your language! ' ‘ o (365-7)

At one level, that again defines Caliban’s anomalous position, his resis-

tance to Turture, reason, sociableness (‘conversation’, in the old sense of
that word). On another level, though, as several writers point out, it is

_only part of the -truth. Caliban -can do. much more with language than
- curse. He speaks in verse, and Shakespeare: has deliberately given him that

great speech of assurance and consolation:

' Be not afeard. The isle is full of noises, _
Squnds and sweet airs, that give delight and hurt not.

~ Sometimes a thousand twangling instruments

k _Wlll hum about mine ears, and sometimes voices. . . .

(3.2.127f)

(Within the series of plot-parallels Ecreated. By -Sheikesﬁeare,thaf speech

matches Prospero’s reassurance: ‘Be cheerful, sir. / .Our revels now are
3 a1 - . 5 Lo ) i
ended. . ."). Our sense of Caliban being always out of place in whatever

hier_af:clzy we evoke-is confirmed by the coarse reaction of Stephano to this
description of the isle, full of sweet airs: ‘This will prove a brave kingdom

to me, where [ shall have my music for nothing’. Caliban, we are glad to
see, has a brain ultimately able to perceive how he wasted himself on this
couple: “What a thrice-double ass /. Was | to take this drunkard for a god /
And worship this dull fool!” (5.1.299). S

I insist on the range and complexity of attributes that Shakespeare has
given.Caliban because Greenblatt ignores them, simplifying him as the
oppressed underdog. Commeniting on ‘You taught me language’, he-says
that it ‘might’ be taken as a self-indictment, that Caliban’s nature is too
debased to take on the full range of humanity. ' |

on the island, then, - is enforced, not voluntary, and while he can use its
natural resources to stay alive, all the normal features of the hated colonist
— murdering the natives, stealing their land, exporting their ‘goods,
produce, and wealth for profit-back to one’s: home country — are con-
spicuously lacking. If modern critics: want ‘to denounce colonialism they

should do so by all means, but this is the wrong play. B S
- The terms with- which Greenblatt has. presented -the issue make it
inevitable that he. will. side with Caliban in the: scene where Miranda -
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But the lines refuse to mean this; what we experience instead is a sense

of their devastating justness. Ugly, rude, savage, Caliban achieves for an
instant an absolute if intolerably bitter moral victory. There is no
reply. . . . (Greenblatt 1990, p. 25) R

It is, he repeats, ‘a momentary victory that is, quite simply, an’ assertion of
inconsolable” human pain and bitterness’ (p. -26). Greenblatt’s hatred of
colonists and sympathy for the oppressed leads to & romanticisation or
sentimentalisation” of Calibani. I see, ‘quite simply’, no such ‘inconsolable

human pain’, only anger and frustration, one register among many in

Caliban's power over lariguage. {The term ‘human’ is in any case too
simple.) This sentimentalisation reaches its highest point in Greenblatt’s
comment on the speech where Caliban offers to show Trinculo and

Stephano- where to find apples, nuts, and other food: ‘sometimes I'll get

thee / Young scamels from the rock’. Greenblatt speaks admiringly: of ‘the
rich, irreducible concreteness of the verse’ as showing ‘the independence
and integrity of Caliban’s. construction of téality’ (now he’s a post-
structuralist, too), and says that the proof of the opacity of Caliban’s world
Yis the fact that we do not to this day know the meaning of the word
“scamel”’ {p. 31). True, that word is baffling, whether it refers to sea-mels
(seamews), shellfish, or perhaps, as:-has recently been suggested, derives
“from “squamelle, furnished with. little scales. . (Contemporary French and
Italian travel accounts teport that the- natives of Patagonia in South
Ametica -ate small fish: described-as fort scameux and :squame)’. ¥ Whether
the indeterminacy of the word is due ‘to. Shakespeare’s handwriting,
the printers’ misreading, or just an unfamiliar expression from a' garbled
traveller’s manuscript, it seems the height of empathy with' the oppressed
to- ascribe to Caliban this proof of the authenticity of his world, before the
colonists overran it. And meanwhile the long discredited biographical
approach has been revived to stigmatise the dramatist, claiming that
“Shakespeare even appeals to early seventeenth-century class fears by having
Caliban form an alliance with the lower-class Stephano and ‘Trinculo to

overthrow the noble Prospero’ (p. 38, note 46). The desire to find guilty- .

men is often not too fussy-about the kind of evidence it uses.

The discourse about colonialism in modern criticism is a one-sided affair,
heroes and villains instantly recognisable, a narrative in which the'seven

‘deadly sins each get starring roles. The question for literary critics is not |
whether colonialism is detestable — that needs no discussion — but which. .
works of literature; which- authors, which -characters can be judged,
legitimately and: fairly, having weighed the evidence and given everyone
their say, -to be guilty of endorsing colonialism and- its evils. The Tempest
has become the display ground for :critics eager to vent their righteous -
indignation and to show that they, at least, are not guilty of that com- .
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:plicit_:y'-.with- the repressive forcesof history shown by those who have
: pre}wously read, - taught, ‘and admired Shakespeare.. One .could expect
~ Greenblatt; too, to take the play as an allegory of colosialism, and his

reading had the expected results: It:is more surprising to find him applying

- the same inctiminatory methods to the Henry IV plays. After all, if anyone

leaves England in those plays it is ot to colonise anywhere but to attack
our ‘ancient. enemies the French, and to dispute ‘areas of land in a process
that started in° 1066 ‘and continues to this day in . the form of rugby-
matches. There are — surely! — no colonists, and no colonised there;
unless we refer to the ‘four nations’ scene in Henry V. How can Greenblatt
possibly‘use these texts to' indict colonialism? =~ - : :

- The answer-is, of course, by means of a patsllel text, between which

and Shakespeare a network of common points can bé established to-show

‘the. embeddedness of cultural objects.in thecontingencies of history’
(Greenblatt 1990, p. 164), a phrase which may-here 'seem’ euphemistic.
Qreenblatt’s"éssay in incrimination, ‘Invisible Bullets’ (which on its original
appearance in Glyph, 1981, had the subtitle: ‘Renaissance Authority and
Its Subversion’), has been much admired by followers of New - Historicism.
Robert -N. Watson writes that ‘Stephen Greenblatt’s wonderfully *fresh
and insightful “Invisible Bullets” is of cotirsé a ‘seminal document in the
New Historicist Movement’.* Arthur F. Kinney, editor of English Literary
Renagissance, has hailed it as ‘perhaps the most’important, and surely the
most influential .essay of the past decade in English- Renaissance cultural
history”.* - Given such- a glowing reception, this essay seems worth
examining closely. .- SRR B ' : S

- Greenblatt sets out to relate Thomas Harriot’s Briefe and True Report of
the New Found:Land of Virginia (1588)* to Shakespeare’s Hal/Henry V, the
tertium quid being the familiar. pair of. ‘orthodoxy’. and- ‘subversion’, both

‘terms being echoed over and over in that primitive but for some readers
-evidently -effective form of thetorical repetition (see pp: 21ff,: 3035,

and especially p. 39, where the ' word - ‘subversion’ appears ten. times on
one page). To anyone familiar ‘with the values and practices of New

‘Historicism it will be immediately apparenit:that to cite 4 ‘colonialist’ text
can only bode ill for the literary work ultimately involved in the com-

parison. But here even the text from.socio-cultural history comes in for

attack. Greenblatt accuses ‘Harriot: of exemplifying the ‘Machiavellian’
-argument that Christianity ‘originated in a series of clever tricks, fraudulent

illusions perpetrated on Moses’ by the Hebrews using Egyptian magic (pp.
24-5). The page-reference given is to chapter vi.of The Prince, where
Machiavelli merely mentions Moses in‘a list of founders of kingdoms and
says nothing about fraud or magic. A few:lines later Greenblate candidly

'admits'that this argumg:nt-.‘is“noti actually to' be found in Machiavelli’ (p.
'25); thus _dest;oying-whate‘ver ‘historical status he claims for the reference,
‘but he reports that it can be found in the ‘notorious police report-of 1593

on. Christopher: Marlowe’ made by the government spy Richard Baines
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(p. 24). Why Greenblatt should drag in Machiavelli is not clear, unless as
a modern bogey-man or smear word {totally unhistorical, if so}, but he
repeatedly ascribes to Machiavelli the ‘sense of religion as a set of beliefs
manipulated by the subtlety of priests to help instill obedience and respect
for authority’ {p. 26). The passage in Machiavelli he refers to.is his
commentary on Livy,*® Discorst, I.xi, which describes how Numa Pompilius,
newly elected king of Rome, ‘finding a very savage people, and wishing to
reduce them to civil obedience by the arts. of peace, had resource to
religion as the most necessary and assured support of any civil society’ (p:
146). Greenblatt has failed to understand several issues here. The first

thing he has not noticed is that Machiavelli is quoting Livy practically

verbatim, and enlarging Livy’s account with glowing approval of the social
efficacy of religion, in a theory not unlike Emile Durkheim’s.*? Fear of the
gods, Machiavelli emphasises, makes men keep their oathsand -also unites
the people, ‘keeping them well conducted, and covering the wicked with

shame’ (p. 147). Machiavelli says nothing about faith, nor does he -— any -

more than Livy'— see this as:constituting the origin: of religion, which
already existed and was simply applied by an enlighteéned ‘tuler to a civic
purpose.. Machiavelli actually grants Numa ‘the highest merit’ for using
rehglon as a.means of establishing social concord, . his ‘wisdom and good-
ness” bringing Rome peace and prosperity (p. 148).

.- Furthermore, Greenblatt has failed to realise that. Machlavelh is. holdlng
up ancient Rome-as an explicit rebuke to the modern papacy. As

Machiavelli writes. in the following chapter, ‘Princes and republics who 1

wish to maintain themselves free from corruption must above all things
preserve the purity of all religious observances, and treat them with proper
reverence; for there is no greater indication of the ruin of a country than to
see religion contemned’ (p. 199). If the Christian religion had been
maintained ‘according to the principles of its founder’, the Chiistian states
and republics might have remained happy and umted The greatest proof of
its current ‘decadence is.

- the fact that the nearer.people are to the Church of Rome, which is the
“head of our religion, the less religious are they. .. . [The] evil example of
the court of Rome has destroyed all piety and religion in Italy, which
_brings in its train infinite improprieties and disorders. .".; (p. 151).

Tﬁé Church . has kept ltaly dividcd,”Machi‘avelli al-legcs,'bylr :'rest'mg com-

fortable in its temporal dominion: and not trying to enlarge it to take’

control of the whole country, while blocking any other attempt to.do so
(p."152). The court of Rome is such a source of dissension and weakness
that if it were transposed en bloc to ‘the Swiss, who of all people nowadays
live most according to their ancient customs so far as.religioh and their
military system are concerned’, in no timé at all ‘the evil ‘habits of that
court would create more confusion in that country than anything else
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that ‘could happen there’ (p. 152-3).:To reiterate his point, Machiavelli
returns to Livy and. Rome in the néxt chapter, describing ‘How ‘the

" Romans availed of religion to preserve order in their city, and to carry out

their enterprises and suppress disturbances’ (pp. 153-5).

+ Not everyone accepted Machiavelli’s recommendation of a state power

using ‘religion in :this way, and the Catholic church was predictably "
outraged.  This ‘famous ' indictment of the Church’, as Mark Phillips

records, provoked much discussion.- Francesco Guicciardini, for instance,

did not share Machiavelli’s early humanist reverence for Roman history

as exemplary. While he ‘accepts and redoubles (the) invective against’
the modemn papacy, 'Guicciardini-‘argues that ‘the peculiar ‘conditions’
of ancient Rome’s greatness. invalidated ‘any argument from Roman
example’.’ * Whichever writer we side with, this is the proper historical
context . within ‘which to discuss Machiavelli’s invocation of Numa

Pompilius and the social function of religion. Greenblatt, drawing on what

he' elsewhere despises as ‘vulgar: Machiavellianism’, and on the reports of

Elizabethan informers- ‘(thus ‘aligning himself w1th the government that

employed them), first travesties Machiavelli and then transfers the smeatr
words — ‘fraudulent impositior’, ‘coercive’ — to Thomss Hatriot’s acéount
of the Algonquian Indians. His sense of historical ‘accuracy, presumably;

_makes him ‘add that ‘Harriot does not voice any speculations remotely
resembling the hypotheses that a punitive religion was invented' to keep
men in awe ‘and that belief- ongmated in a fraudulent imposition by

cunning ‘jugglers’ on the ignorant ... ." (p. 26). But that smear is allowed to
stand as concerns Machiavelli, and ‘Harriot is soon linked with it. No
doubt aware that if a description is repeated often enough, the unwary

‘reader will accept it as true (‘lie boldly’, as Coleridge wrote, “some of it is

bound to- stick’), Greenblatt presents Harriot throughout as a' cynical
exponent of what he calls ‘the Machiavellian anthropology that posited the

origin_ of -religion in an. imposition - of socially coercive doctrines by an

educated and sophlstlcated lawgiver on a.simple people’ (p. 27; my italics:

repeated on p. 28). ‘Again invoking Machiavelli and the term ‘coercive

belief’, as if to create a reflex or subliminal association; Greenblatt claims

that Hamot uses ‘the most radically  subversive hypothesis in his culture

about the  origin - and function of religion by imposing his religion-. . . on
others’, -and so subverting that religion (p. 30; my italics). (Thts i$ an
extraordmanly disabling modern ides, incidentally, that t try to dis-
seminate your faith is to ‘subvert’ it. It is another post-Derrida way of
attacking the enemy, claiming that their acts achieve a goal exactly

- opposite to that intended. Where is the evidence?) .

“Anyone who takes the trouble to-consult Hamots text -will ﬁnd that
Greenblatt gives a wholly false: impression of it, by selective quotation and
persistent distortion. Harriot was not a- ‘lawgiver’,  to start’ with, but an
observer, ‘specially imploied .. . in dealing with the naturall inhabitantes’
(H., p. 321), as he put it, due to his mastery of their language (which he



252 CRITICAL PRACTICES ™ .

had probably learned from two Indians who had been brought toEngland
in 1584, and whom he may have-taught English), Harriot was engaged to
draw up a report on the colony in the course of one visit; he had no-ofﬁcial_
administrative post. He was an orthodox Christian, too, and there is no
evidence at all for the claim that he shared the supposedly:‘Machiavellian’
belief that religion was a fictitious belief-system invented-by cynical rulers
in order to dupe their subjects. {There is no evidence that Machiavelli
believed this either; I could surmise, ‘with just as much authority, that this
is - actually. Greenblatt’s theory of religion.) Harriot; - dutiful -studentl of
all aspects of this potentialicolony, having spent a year there 'collectm_g
and analysing. material, hoped that by publishing’ his account he -would
counteract the ‘slaunderous- and shamefull’ reports put about by -other
Englis.hmen who had only visited it briefly (H., p. 320), not explored the
whole country, and who were frustrated at not having instantly struck rich:
‘after gold and silver was not so soone found, as it was by them lookegl- for,
[they] had little or no care of any other thing bt to-pamper their :bgllie§'
(H., p.. 323).. Harriot writes as an- all-round- scholat hited by a: group
wanting . to -attract investments in the ‘enterprise for the inhabiting_.and
planting in Virginia’ (H., p. 320). His brief was to ascertain whether the
country was fruitful, would both support human life and allow the produc-
tion of enough exports to make it commercially viable. Although the mere
fact that he agreed to work for his patron Raleigh will be enough to make
him suspect to haters of colonialism (for whom all are guilty), he was not a
colonist himself but a poor scholar. Arguably the most outstanding English
mathematician of his generation, Harriot never found-a niche in . the
uiliversity system and, like so many scientists in early modern Europe (as
we are beginning to realise), deperided on pat:ronagc:."’9 I IPLR
Harriot divides his treatise into three parts, first considering those
‘merchantable commodities’ already. found in Virginia, or which could be
planted: grass silk, flax and hemp, alum, sassafras, .cedar, wine, oil,: furs;
minerals, pearls, dies, and other things which could be exported (H.,

pp. 325-37). In the second part. (H., pp. 337-62) he surveys the

commodities that can yield ‘victuall.and sustenance of mans life’, grain;
pulses, fruit; herbs, including a.remarkably precise observation-'df t.he
indigenous people’s ways of sowing grain, and one of the earliest’descrip-
tions of tobacco as used both medicinally and in religious rituals (H., pp.
344-5)..In the third part he discusses those resources ‘that can be:used for
building houses (H., pp. 362—-68), and finally surveys ‘the nature and
maners of the people’ (H., pp. 368—82). The qualities of open-thinded
observation and natural curiosity evident throughout the treatise — listing
86 different kinds of fowl as distinguished ‘in the country-language’, for
in_stance-, of which he also had a visual record in the drawings made by the
artist John White, who accompanied .the expedition - are strikingly
evident in Harriot's account of the people.”® . _ Sl

.Future ‘investots in a frankly commercial - enterprise are not ‘normally
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- interested in ethnographical description for its own sake, being basically
concerned whether ‘the inhabitants  are: ‘friendly’ or not. (Once again [
record, should anyone doubt it; my disgust at how colonists-have' treated
indigenous peoples. Greenblatt has no monopoly on this feeling.) At pains
to reassure potential ‘Adventurers” (putting out their risk-capital) on this
head, Harriot describes the natives as ‘not'to be feared, . .. . having no edge
tooles or weapons of yron orsteele to offenid us withall, neither knowe ‘they
how to make any’. Their only weapons are bows and arrows, their sole
defence shields ‘made of barks, and some armours made of stickes wickered
together with thread’ (H., pp. 368-9). If it should come: to ‘warres
- between us and them, . .. wee having advantages against them so many
maner of waies, as by our discipline, our'strange weapons and devises else,
especially by ordinance great and.small’; the outcome can be ‘easily
imagined’ (H., p. 37f). In other words; the settlers will be’ safe, the
investors’ capital will be safe, and a goodly return on investment can-be
expected-from this fruitful land. - ' : EERRRRR '
- Having thus completely satisfied :the commercial reéaders’ interest in this
people {in much the same way as the:Wall Street Gagette or Financial Times
- might -evaluate ‘investment risk) Harriot, ‘unasked and unprompted, adds
half-a-dozen” pages™ describing the Algonquian Indidns as'a people, and
- especially their religious beliefs. This is another instance of. Harriot's
disinterested  curiosity in the world about him, for no colonialist in the
stereotype. of. rapacious exploiter cares two cents about the theology of the
people he is about to rape. Yet, ironically, this is just the passage that
- Greenblatt seizes on to accuse Harriot of writing his description of the
* Indians purely ‘to prove that the colony could impose its will on’ them. The
“key to this imposition, as we have seen, is the coercive power of religious
-belief, and the source of the power is’ the impression made by advanced
technology upon a’ “backward” people, Hence Harriot's text is commiteed
to tecord what I have ‘called his confirmation of the Machiavellian
~ hypothesis’ (Greeriblatt 1988, p..31; 1 have not already quoted this
* passage).” Whoever opens Harriot's text, however, will find something very
different. Far from using ‘advanced technology’ to oppress or terrify them,
Harriot juxtaposes European civilisation with the inhabitants’ niatural gifts,
~ a.comparison from which the Algonquians emerge rather well: =~ = -

In .respect of us they are a people poore, and for want of skill and
~ judgement in the knowledge and use of our things, doe ‘esteeme out
trifles before thinges of greater value: Notwithstanding, in their proper
manner (considering the want of such meanes as we have), they seeme
. very ingenious. For although they have no such tooles, nor any such
crafts, Sciences and Arfes as wee, yet in those things they doe, they

shewe excellencie of wit. (H., p. 371) o 3

That combination of self-deprecation: (‘our trifles’) and praise of: the
indigenous people’s native intelligence is far removed from the Eurocentric
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superiority recorded by some early visitors to‘unexplered lands. True,

Harriot does write that the more the Indians discover ‘our manner of

knowledges and craftes to exceede theirs in perfection and speed”. . = by so
much the more-it is probable that they shoulde desire our fr1endsh1p and
love, and. have the: greater respect for pleasing and obeying vs’ (H.,
p. 372). This belief may well seem naive, but it also expresses his con-
tinuing emphasis on the need to live together in peace — peaeeﬁll
subjection, of course.

No modern reader, obv1ously, can accept at face value Hamot s further

hope that if ‘good government be used’, the Indians may soon ‘be brought -
to civilitie, and the imbracing of true Religion’ (ibid.). We are all too -}

conscious that-our ‘civilitie’ is only one of many possible types, and that in
destroying others to make them conform. to ours we are calling the very
notion of civilisation: in question.~As for ‘true Religion’, we may- be
prepared to-accept thé sincerity of each believer that his or “her ‘system of
belief is the true one, but we do not think sincerity sufficient ground for
imposing any belief system ‘on another people. I do not wish to endorse
Harriot's beliefs in any way; merely to record that Greenblatt has mis-
represented them, and to that degree failed in the first duty of a historian.
The major feature of the Algonquians’ rehgton, which Greenblatt never
mentions, is that it is polytheistic. S

: They beleeve that there are many Gods Whlch they call Montoac, but of

 different sortes and degrees; oné onely chiefe and great God, which hath
bene from all eternitie. Who, as they affirme, when hee purposed to
make the worlde, made first other goddes of a prme1pall order, to bee : as
meanes ‘and instruments to be used in the creation and government to
follow; and after the Sunne, Moone, and Starrés as pettie gods, and the
 instruments of the other order more principall, .
say a woman was made first, which by the workmg of one the goddes,

conceived and brought forth children: And in such sort.they say. they
. They thinke that all the gods are of humane
shape, and. therefore they represent them by images'in the formes of

had their beginning. .

men (H pp. 372-3)

The Algonqutans ‘beleeve also the 1mmortaht1e of the soule’, Hamot

records, and (perhaps already influenced by earlier Christian visitors: H.,

p. 373 note) they posit the existence of heaven and hell after death, the
deterrent fear of hell making ‘manie of the common and 31mp1e sort of
people .. have great respect to their Govemours, and also great care what
thiey do, to avoid torment after ‘death, and to enjoy blisse’. In addition, the
Algonqmans have a code of punishment for various kinds of wrongdoing

on earth, ‘according to the greatnes of the factes (H., pp. 374=5).

Although not entirely consistent with other sources, Harriot’s remarks
are respectful, neither antagonistic nor exploitative, and address the con-
cerns of many of his non-capitalist readers by considering the inhabitants’

. For mankinde they
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possible conversion to Christianity: ‘some religion they have alreadie,
which although it be farre from the truth, yet being as it is, there is hope
it may bee the easier and sooner reformed’ (H., p. 372). In order to
émphasise their potential for conversion he notes that the Indians ‘were

~not so sure grounded’ in their religion, ‘but through- conversinig with us

they were brought into great doubts of their owne, and no small admiration
of ours’. (H., p. 375). An instance 'of the Algonquians’ tendency -to
‘esteeme our trifles before thinges of greater value’ was their reaction to
the explorers’ ‘Mathematical instruments’ —=a compass, -a lodestone,

-perspective glass, fiteworks, guns, clocks. The Indians were so impressed

that they thought these instruments ‘were rather the works of god than of
men, or at-the leastwise they had bin given' and taught us-of the gods’,
so- making the English a people” ‘whom God : .. specially loved (H.,

Pp. 375-6). These are familiar enough réactions by any primitive peoplé

confronted for the first time with European technology, and could be
duplicated many times over. Greenblatt uses them, however, to make the
very serious charge (fundamental to his thesis) that Harriot ‘undermined
the Indians’ confidence in their native understanding of the universe’ by
the ‘marvels’ he showed them, so subverting their religion (p. 27).

- Unfortunately for Greenblatt’s thesis, though, there is no' ev1dence that
‘Harriot did, or even: thought thiat he had done, 'such a thmg The fact that
one Indian chief, when ill, ‘sent for some of us to praie’ to the Christian
God, and that others made the same request wheri their com ‘began to
withier by reason of a drought’ (H., p. 377), is unsurprising in a polytheistic
system. confronted with gods of ‘apparently- greater powet.  Some of the
Algonquian priests and people, Harriot récords, ‘sometimes accompanied
us, to pray and sing Psalmes; hoping thereby to be€ partaker of the sarne
effects which wee by that meanes also expected’ (ibid.). Although willing

*'to expound the Bible to them, Harriot refused to: compromise his own

religious beliefs, rejecting some of the Indians’ appeal to call down divine
wrath on their enemies because ‘our God would not subject himself to any

: _such prayers and requests of men’ (H.,'p. 379). Harriot, at least, was quite
clear about the differences between polytheism ‘and Christianity. Whether

Greenblatt is or not, -it is unfortunate that he should have failed to inform

~ his innocent and trusting readers about the ‘Algonquians’ polytheism, the

crucial fact which casts doubt ‘on his claim that Harriot, ot anyone else,
could bring about the collapse of their:belief system. Greenblatt is reading
with Western eyes, creating a wholly imaginary religious crisis from the
assumptions of a monotheistic religion: In polythéism, witness modern

Japan,: believers regularly turn from one religious' system to another as

circumstances arise, or pursue both: simultaneously. The further, and
quite unrelated fact that many Indians contracted fatal discases from the

" Buropeans (measles, smallpox, perhaps influenza), whom they suspected of
killing with ‘invisible bullets’:(H., pp.-378-80), is indeed tragic, and one

of the most disturbing features of colonisation, bu it is in any case an issue
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of a whelly different kind. Harriot neither willed nor caused — could not
have caused — that. Nor, when Harriot made some missionary attempts,. is
there any. evidence of him practising ‘fraud’ or_‘coercion’. . He simply did
what every responsible Christian, Protestant or Catholic did in those:days,
sincerely try to.convert what they thought to be heathen souls. Of course,
Greenblatt adds, the ‘subversiveness’ of Harriot’s ‘confirmation of the
Machiavellian hypothesis’ — an illusory confirmation of an illusory- hy-
pothesis! — may have been invisible to most readers, and-even to Harriot
himself. Indeed, he suggests, ‘it may be that Harriot was demonically
conscious of what he was doing’ (p.. 31) — a remark-that opens an infinite
field of insinuation. - . - : . B
For a less biassed account we could:turn — as Greenblatt could have
turned, since the book was published in 1983 and his-essay has appeared
in several revised versions since then — to. the standard biography. of
Harriot.’" Here we learn of Harriot's scientific preparations for Raleigh’s
expeditions of 1584-3, including the lessons he gave to the ships’ captains
on-navigation, a science in which Harriot achieved quite remarkable
accuracy (Shirley 1983, pp. 85-95). Harriot consulted sea masters arriving
in the London docks, studied critically the instruments -available, devised

new instruments and evén produced . new charts, with an unusual mastery -

of both theoretical and practical knowledge. His .curiosity in the world
around him led to him compiling for his own use a glossary _of sea terms
(ibid., pp. 961t). The same spirit of enquiry made him master the Algonquian

language, becoming the main spokesman arid translator for the_e_xpeditioris,‘
‘one-of the most advanced linguists of his time and the first Englishman to.

master this highly complicated language’ (p. 107). In his published Report

he noted that ‘the language of every [Algonquian] government’ — or’
settlement — ‘is different from any other, and the furthér they are distarit,

the greater is the difference’ (H., p. 370), revealing a surprising sensivity
to dialects. His surviving papers include some in‘a strange script which was
formerly interpreted as ‘cabalistic’: in fact, we know .now that this was
a surprisingly original phonetic transcription -of Algonquian, for which
Harriot invented a new cursive script (Shitley 1983, pp. 108-12). One
would never guess from Greenblatt’s reduction of him to the  level
of a fraudulent colonist that Harriot was a-veritable uomo universale:
but .then, Greenblatt is disillusioned. with celebrations of Renaissance
accomplishments. _ S ; ' Co
On his first expedition to Virginia Harriot was already noting Indian
names, customs, and beliefs. (ibid., p.. 133), showing his characteristic

‘accuracy and completeness’ (p. 146). .In his dealings with the Indians, his
biographer . judges, Harriot revealed *his personal warmth and sympathy.

for men of a totally alien culture; and his willingness to -accept their
unorthodox beliefs with understanding’ (p.-.151).Although- biographers
sometimes tend to overvalue their subjects, that seems to me a fair assess-

ment of Harriot, and any reader of the Report can see how critical he was
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-of those members of the colony who had been cruel to the Indians (H:,
+p=381; Shirley 1983, p. 152). In attempting to. bring . Christianity to
them: ‘he -expressed none of the militant zeal” of the Catholic Spaniards,
but rather a. tolerance -and- receptiveness which was as much. interested
in. learning their religious views -as imparting his own (pp. 152-3). He
was. impressed by the ‘seriousness: with which the Algonquians held their
- -zeligious beliefs, ‘their “solemne feastes”’ and-* “solemne prayers”’, praising
“-their- integrity and peace .of mind: *“This people therefore voyde of - all
scovetousnesse, lyve cherfullye and att their harts ease”’ (p. 153} Their
- .moral superiority to Europeans was thus evident. It seems fair to concelude
. that, rather than an unscrupulous manipulator trying to bring down a
whole belief-system, in his dealings with the Indians Harriot showed the
- same open-mindedness and willingness to ‘entettain ‘unusual premises” that
. made him the outstanding English scientist of his age (p..154). . :
.~ The motivating force behind Greenblatt’s distortion of Harriot’s Briefe
~.and True Report is obviously the politicisation he admits to in his own
. criticism since the Vietham War, the belief that ‘neutrality was itself a
political position, a decision to support the official’ policies in both the
state and the academy’ (Greenblatt 1990, p. 167). His way of connecting
~ ‘the present with the past’, we recall, was either by representing ‘a par-
ticular set of historical circumstances. . . in such a ‘way as to bring out
“homologies with the present’, or else to analyse ‘those circumstanices.. . . as
the generative forces that led to the modern condition’ (ibid.). Either way,
Tepresentation or analysis, Greenblatt has given a false and tendentious
account of Harriot, ‘intended to associate him with a'whole series of New
. ‘Historicist targets. The ressentiment behind: the misrepresentation: .comes
out most clearly in Greenblatt’s bitter comment at. the -end of his account
of the Report, on ‘the pious humbug with which the English conceal from
. themselves the rapacity and aggression, or simply the horrible responsibility
- implicit in their very presence’ (Greenblatt 1988, p. 38; my italics). Sucha
general indictment :can- raise- uncomfortable questions, though., Granted
that: the original colonists are most ‘to blame, what about later immigrants?
Perhaps their decision to emigrate in isearch of wotk can be faulted as
endorsing the colonialists’- original . ‘seizing’ of ‘the land, in which case
which of-us would be free from blame?*? The discourse on colonialism

seems to find dangerously easy targets.
T w o w

“I"have dealt:with Harriot's treatise at some length because it is obviously
unfamiliar to most readers, even to those academics who have praised this
essay ‘Invisible Bullets’ so highly. (I:can’t imagine that they will continue
“to do so. once they know what Harriot actually ‘says.) With Greenblatt's
account of Henry IV and Henry V' I can be briefer, since the critical bias
‘will:be fhore visible to readers who know those plays. Greenblatt applies to
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them the familiar New Historicist interest in ‘the production and contain-
ment of subversion and disorder’ (p..40). The villains of the piece turn out
to be not the rebels, Hotspur, Northumberland and Co., nor the parasites
and rogues, Falstaff, Pistol and Bardolph, but the forces of ostensive law
and order, especially Prince Henry. Hal is seen from the outset in extra-
ordinarily unsympathetic terms, as ‘a “juggler”, a conniving hypocrite’; the

‘power he ‘both serves and comes to embody - is glorified usurpation and

thef’ (p. 41). This interpretation deliberately ignores, or discounts, the

quite explicit passages in which Shakespeare presents- a very diffefent
judgment. At the end of his first scene in I .Henry IV, the dramatist gives

Hal a self-declaratory speech .— ‘I.know' you all' — to reassure those

members of the audience who did not know the chronicle history that the

Prince is simply. enjoying himself until the time comes for him to take up

his responsibilities: . : R L Lo

N " So when this loose behaviour I throw off -
And pay the debt I never promised,

" By how much better than my word [ am,
By so much shall I falsify men’s hopes; . ...
I'll'so offend to make offence a skill, =~ -,
‘Redeeming time when men think least [ will.

199
(1.2.196ff)
VA.lthough the speech is an unambiguous declaration of:Hal’s intent to foil
the many backbiters who, as Holinshed records, were constantly spreading

- evil ‘stories about him; Greenblaft reads it ‘against the text’, as modern
theorists quaintly put it, to present it in his negative light. Ignoring the

obvious sense of ‘hopes’ in line 199 — that s, ‘the expectations of my -

enemies and critics that I will turn out a ne’er-do-well’— Greenblatt sees
it as implying barefaced deception and betrayal {p. 41). At one level this

‘partial’  interpretation of- the sense is old-fashioned character criticism, -

which isolates one character from the play; ignoring the context.and
the: playwright’s design. Within character criticism it belongs to thgg,
vituperative pole, what Richard Levin has called ‘character assassination’.,
" namely the building up of ‘a “case” against the targeted character by going
through, or at least claiming to-go thirough, his entire career within the

play in such a way as-to put-him in the worst possible light’ (Levin 19?9-, -
pp. 85—6). In this mode of reading ‘the critic treats only those facts which
reflect (or can be made to reflect) unfavorably upon the character, and
silently passes over all the others’. As Levin shows, this strategy also
involves selecting only ‘those aspects that will submit to his negative
thesis’; emphasising ‘relatively trivial facts at the expense of the important
ones’ which establish. a correctly balanced attitude to the character, so .
distorting the play; and taking:those facts ‘out of the context established by
the playwright to guide our responsé to them’ (ibid.). Greenblatt does all

of these. .
Since -the New

Historicists, in the wake of Barthes and -Foucault,
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“generally dismiss the notion of the author having shaped his materials with
‘coherent moral and aesthetic design, they end up committing the same
error:-as do- thousands of unsophisticated ‘readers who regard’ characters
in literary works as if they were people you could meet on the street.
‘Greenblatt has taken an instant dislike to Hal for what he thinks Hal
“tepresents, and proceeds to damn him' like some wholly unprincipled
prosecuting attorney. Earlier Greenblatt had professed his belief that
ustained, scrupulous attention to formal and linguistic design will remain
“at-the ‘center of literary teaching arid study’ (Greenblatt 1988, p. 4): by
‘these criteria his account of 1 Henry IV is fragmented and unscrupulous.
[o present Hal as ‘the prince:and principle of falsification . . a counterfeit
‘companioti. .. an anti-Midas: everything he touches tums to dross,
resulting in a ‘devaluation’ that reduces him to ‘counterfeit coin’ (p. 42) ~—
‘such a totally unsympathetic reading seeks no justification in the text (95%
‘of which is never referred to) and is more concerned to legitimise itself as a
politically cotrect opposition to ‘the official policies in both the state and
the academy’. - : R Cou
- Greenblatt is -echoing, whether he knows it of not, other hostile
accounts of Hal, such as those by Richard Simpson, the Victorian, and
DA, Traversi, a 1940s Scrutiny critic. His accounit is just as one-sided
as theirs, but serves a different goal. Embodying ‘as he' does the New
Historicist fascination yet disillustonment with the sources of power and
authority, Greenblatt must ignore not only the positive aspects of Hal as a
~character in the play, but also the historical record: of him as embodying -
legitimate 'rule. Bolingbroke had seized the crown from Richard I, and his
réign-was ‘unquiet’, as'a Tudor historian put it, a tissue of rebellion on the
outside and guilt within, the nemesis of conscience sapping any enjoyment
of his rule. But, by a sleight of hand.in the Tudor historians, one some-
times feels, when Hal succeeded to the throne he cast off his father’s guilt
and became the legitimate ruler, Henry V, whose achievements in war and
peace assured England prosperity thronghout his reign, and great victories
in France. His positive gains, in turn, were dissipated by the imprudence of
Henry VI dnd the recurrence of civil conflict, leading to the disaster of the
War of the Roses, from which Henry VII and the Tudor dynasty saved us.
‘All"this is familiar from the historians or Shakespeare’s Henry VI cycle,
as - every - schoolboy knows. References -to the sources will show that
‘Shakespeare’s synthesis from Hall, Samuel Daniel, Holinshed, and half-
a-dozen other versions gives a coherent and consistent picture of Hal
embodying maturity, decency, chivalry, courage, wit, authority, and a
sense of future responsibilities which he must and can assume with' dignity
and justice.”* To realise this, it is only necessary to read the plays with an
“opén mind. - o ’ o '
- One -of the main changes that Shakespeare (following Daniel) made
from. the chronicles was to reduce the age of Hotspur, who was historically
older than King Henry IV, in order to make him the rival of Hal. From the
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Vernon's report repeats the dialectic of truancy and reform’ that was estab-
lished at the :play’s outset. When Hal has fulfilled his-promise, killing
Hotspur, . routing ‘Douglas, and "saving his facher’s life; the King duly
cknowledges his reformation: ‘Thou hast redeemed thy Tost oplmon —
Cithat"is, reputation (5.4.47). s

In the sequel Shakespeare twice gives Hal a- self-reproach for not yet
aving-‘redeemed’ his lost time, first in the jaded scene with Poins: “Well,
- thus we play the fools with the time,; and the spirits of the wise sit in the
clouds and mock us’ (2 Henry IV, 2.2.134); and secondly at the end of the
astcheap scene with Falstaff: ‘I feel me much to blame/So idly to profane
the precious time’ (2.4.364—5). Awaiting news of the confrontation with
the rebels, the sick King also praises Hal's generosity: he has ‘a tear for
pity,-and ‘a hand / Open as day for melting charity’ (4.4.30-32). In the
.great .scene ‘between them that follows — when Hal's ‘trying’ -with the
_érown; ‘as with an enemy’, produces:the-last misunderstanding between
ithem, the :son's self-defence settling his fathét’s anxieties-once and for all
— Hal affirms his integrity and the sense of duty'he is now ready to accept:

first, Geoffrey Bullough writes, Shakespeare’s ‘intention was to make the
Hal-Hotspur- antithesis culminate in. the physical and moral triumph. of -
the former: at the battle of Shrewsbury. Yet to give this:any weight the
Prince must be shown in action as a madcap’ first (Bullough 1962, p. 159), -
those legendary incidents. involving his misbehaviour as the wild young
man who reformed on succeeding to the crown. In another source,: the
‘rowdy. and chauvinistic play’ called The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth -
(ca. 1587-88), as David Bevington points out, ‘Hal is truly unregenerate.

He not only robs and wenches, but endorses the idea of plundering the rich
and encourages his companions to look forward to unrestrictéd license
when. he is King. The blow he delivers the Chief Justice is a blow for
freedom. Hal seems: consciously to desire his father’s death. Yet he does
reform’, albeit in a ‘crude and sudden’ way (Bevington 1980, p.-1641).
Shakespeare preferred to follow the chronicles -in' recording that none of -
Hal’s exploits actually harmed anyone; inideed Shakespeare (like Stow) has -
him repay to the victims the purses Falstaff managed to steal on Gadshill. -
Hal performs a double restitution: of the money to the travellers, of the

kingdom . to its legitimate officers. Hal’s intention to ‘redeem time’ — to
buy it back, as if a debt, ot make amends for time lost — is a motif- Wthh
Shakespeare deliberately emphasises.- In his first long: confrontation with
his father, whose praise' of Hotspur is obtriously-__designed to build him ap
as a worthy rival (3.2.97-128), Hal defends himself from the slanders
of ‘smiling. pickthanks and base newsmongers! and twice vows: ‘I shall
hereafter. .. / Be more myself’ (92-3), promising to ‘redeem all this on
Percy’s head’, who shall ‘exchange / His glorious: deeds for my:indignities’
{1324f). When he confronts the rebels before the battle of Shrewsbury Hal
generously praises Hotspur and acknowledges his own falhng-off unnl now:

If T'do feign
" O let me in my present wildness die,
_And never live to show th’incredulous world -~~~
The noble change that I have purposed' (4.5 151 4)

_Flnally, havtng acceded to the throne and endorsed the Lord Chief Justice,
‘the ‘new King declares that_he has buned the ‘affections’ ‘or passions. of
‘hl‘S prodlgal years, and will now llve - echomg the words of his first
ohloquy -

To 'mock the expectation of the world,
- To frustrate prophecies, and to-raze out
" Rotten opinion, who hath writ me down '
" After my seermng SR (5 2.123- 30)

I do not think a braver gentleman, : =~ =
" More active-valiant or more vahant-young,
- ‘More daring or more bold, is now alive’ '
To grace this latter age with noble deeds.
For my part I may speak it to my shame,

. ‘ ‘Hal" h
1 have a traiant been 0 chwalry | (5.1.87) __Hals abandonment of ‘vanity’ shows. h1s underlymg ‘virtue, making the

rophecy of his conversion to the responsibilities of office a' coherent
ethical motif with which Shakespeare organised both. plays. (To ‘some
“modern critics, of course, any character who overtly ‘takes up an ethical
position must be suspected’ of hypocnsy The clanty with which much
literature of the past uttered ethical evaluations i 1s a source. of con51derable
dlfﬁculty to some critical schools today.) _

. This exemplary story of the- emergence of a supremely successful and
~legitimate Tuler can be of little interest to the avowedly politicised New
Historicist, disillusioned after Vietnam, Wateérgate, the Gulf War, or any
f a dozen episodes in contemporary history. that reveal our governors in
ithe worst. p0351ble light: The jaundiced: idealist Greenblatt, preferring to
“side. with ‘rotten oplmon and ;‘base newsmongers’, writes a sustained

Hals generosn:y (another posmve side of his character that Greenblatt
either.cannot or will not see) is praised by Vernon as he reports back to
Hotspur how Hal

- gave you all the duties of a man, '
‘Trimmed up your praisés with a prmcely tongue,
‘Spoke your deservmgs like a chronicle. .

Not only generous in praising ht.s tlval Vernon reports, Hal ‘made-a.
blushing cital of himself / And chid his truant youth-with such a grace” as if
he had acquired ‘the ability ‘Of teaching and of learning instantly’. In
addition to giving an independent testimony of Hal's positive qualities,
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indictment of Hal. He ignores history and draws opportunistically on hi
*packground’ source, Harriot; whose attempt to supply an Algonquian

English dictionary is now said to have been made to.‘consolidate English
. 45) — the ‘politicized’ nature of :
that remark, ascribing the worst possible motives to Harriot the inquiring -,

power in Virginia’ (Greenblatt 1988, p

scholar, needs no comment.- In the same way, Greenblatt continues; Ha

studies the tavern slang of his cronies in order ‘to understand and control
the lower classes’ (p. 49). In order to make this analogy, Greenblatt has -

had to ignore the dramatic context, from which it is clear that Hal i

performing neither a Henry Mayhew exetcise in social reporting nor a Basil
Bernstein one in socio-linguistics, but is actually enjoying himself. At the

‘olde Taverne.in Eastchéape’ in Part One of the play, he calls oni 'Poins to
‘lend my thy hand to laugh a little’, having been ‘with three or four logger

heads, amongst three or fourscore hogsheads’ — that is, drinking in the °

cellars with the tapsters, with whom he is on Christian name terms. He is

proud to have been accepted by-them, for they ‘tell me flatly [ am no proud

Jack like Falstaff’ — note that comment on Falstaff's egoism — -

but a Corinthian, a lad of mettle, a good boy (by the Lord, so they call :
me!), and when I am ng of England I shall command all the good lads
in Eastcheap. They call dnnklng deep ‘dyeing scarlet’, ‘and when you -
breathe in your watering they cry ‘Hem!” and bid you ‘Play it off?’ To.

conclude, I am so good a proficient in one quarter of an hour that I can

drink with any tinker in-his own language during my life. (2.4.2-19) o

This sense of Hal’s enjoyment at having been accepted into.the Eastcheap -

world, with its ludicrously serious rules for drinking and its special cant,
the feeling of ‘play’ involved, is totally absent from Greenblatt's account.

Equally ignored is the Prince’s zest for play-acting with Falstaff, putting”
serious affairs in a comical light. At one point Hal imagines them .
personating the rebels: ‘I prithee call in Falstaff. I'll play Percy, and that .

damn brawn shall play Dame Mortimer his wife . . . . call in ribs, call in
tallow’ (2.4.108ff). Falstaff shares, indulges this dehght in improvisation
and fantasy: ‘What, shall we be merry, shall we have a play extempore?
(279-80), an invitation that he repeats when they imagine Hal bemg
rebuked by his father when he returns to court:

FALSTAFF. If thou love me, practise an answer. '

PRINCE HENRY. Do thou stand for my- father and examine me upon the
particulars of my life.

FALSTAFF.  Shall I? Content.

There follows what the Hostess rightly. describes as ‘excellent sport i*faith’
that marvellous .scene in which each in turn acts out- accusation :and

defence, Hal being. accused by his. father, as agreed, but Falstaff then -

unexpectedly attacked by Hal, producing Falstaff’s- superb apologia pro

vita sua (2.4.373—485). In addition to its structural importance for the .

" that ‘kind of glossary . .
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father-son relationships i the play, and the related issues of truancy and

corruption, few comic scenes have given. greater pleasure on the English

. stage than. this one. Here, .if anywhere,  would have been the place

to. invoke that otherwise popular ingredient in- Current Literary Theory,

- Bakhtin’s notion of carnival. But such sympathetic critical paradigms may -

only be used for.openly subversive characters, ideologically approved.
* Greenblatt bolsters his -indictment of Hal by citing: a passage in the
sequel, the scene where Warwick tries to reassure the dying Henry IV that

- his son is no wastrel. But our New Historicist once again betrays history,
+ failing to provtde the background needed to understand it. Warwtck states

that ‘

The Prince but. studies his compamons

Like a strange tongue, wherein, to gain the language, 7
"Tis needful that the most immodest word
“Be look’d upon and learnt; which once attain'd,

Your Highness knows, comes to no further use

But to be known and hated. So, like gross terms,

The Prince will in the perfectness of time -

Cast off his followers,

| memory of their wrongdomgs aiding the future ng $ knowledge of crime
- and punishment (2-Henry [V, 4.4.68ff). It was-a widely-understood prin-

ciple in classical-and Renaissance politics that a ruler-should get to know
his subjects — indeed, a whole school of texts describes how a wise. ruler
did so by going among them in disguise. As Sir Thomas Elyot wrote in The
Governor, . rulers will never discover the causes of sickness or. health in
society ‘except they them selfes personally resorte and peruse all partes of
the countrayes under their governance, and inserche diligently . . . what be -
the customes and maners of people good and bad’, in order to here what is
commonly or privately spokén’.”> This is to. give a serfous, not to say
a- studious explanation, which might indeed he open to the charge of
hypocrisy. But as we have scen; Shakespeare presents a Hal who is not
pretending, but really enjoying -this carefree time :before taking on the
pains of office. Greenblatt ignores the ‘carnival’ aspect of his behaviour,

-accepts Elyot’s serious explanation,. as it were, but only to put it to the

worst possible application. He:actually accuses Hal:of seriously compiling
. specifically linked to the attempt to understand
and control the lower classes’,; namely ‘the sinister glossaties appended to
sixteenth-century accounts of criminals and vagabonds’ (p. 49: one detects
in the New Historicists, and not for the first time, a touch of paranoia in
theit attitude to the ‘ruling classes’). But first ~- to state.the obvious! —

- ¢riminals and vagabonds did not constitute the ‘lower classes’ inElizabethan
‘England, who were for the most part honest working men and women who
:regarded criminals' with fear and disapproval. Secondly, the aim of:the:

compilers. of such glossaries was not to ‘control’ the: criminals but to have
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their canting terms and crooked practices. known, so that honest citizens

would not be deceived by them, and the Laws of the realm: upheld. These

are the explicit:motives of such a typical text as Thomas Harman’s Caveat
for Common: Cursitors . (1566), and Harman would -have agreed with
Warwick’s insistence on the need to learn such ‘immodest terms’ so that
they ‘be-known and hated’.” Thirdly, Hal is not compiling 2 glossary of
any kind, That Greenblatt should put on the same level Harriot’s list of
Algonquian words, Hal’s delight at such phrases as ‘Hem!" and ‘Play it off"",

and Harman’s account ‘of thieves' slang ‘is a' trivial, and at first -sicht %
g gt 3

puzzling manoeuvre. - o

But there is a link, in Greenblatt’s eyes: namely, he accuses Harman of 3
having ‘betrayed’ his informants by printing information given to him in

confidence (for the public good, we recall), and argues that similarly ‘the

“larger order” of the Lancastrian state in this play seems to batten on the “J

breaking of caths’ (p. 52). It is a characteristic New Historicist procedure,
as we know, to find the Renaissance guilty of ‘having created unpleasant
aspects of modetn society. So here, Greenblatt writes, ‘the founding of the
modern state, like the self-fashioning of the modern prince, is. . . based
upon acts of calculation, intimidation, and deceit’. But Hal betrays no
one. The breaking of the assurance of safe conduict given to the rebels is
assigned by Shakespeare, following his sources; to Prince John (2. Henry
IV, 4.2.110ff). Changing the emphasis -in his. sources, Bevington writes,
‘Shakespeare puts Northumberland. in' a more. dishonorable position than
in‘ Holinshed, and’:emphasises the - perfidious - dastardy of Prince John.
Secmingly, Shakespeare wanted to stress the coldness and’ cynicism of
Machiavellian politicians on both sides.of the rebellion,. as a contrast with
the more enlightened policy to which Prince Hal aspires’ (Bevington 1980,

p- 1641). Whatever we might feel about deceiving-our-enemies (if it spared - i

a lot of lives, as the disinformation- techniques used by allied -gspionage
during the second world war did, -there might be something to be said for
it), in Elizabethan terms it could be justified, since rebéls are guilty of

treason: they have betrayed the oath of ‘allegiance that every subject-is

deemed to have sworn, to obey the:sovereign and .the law of the land.
Greenblatt does not make Hal guilty of this act, but he says in general that

‘out of the squalid betrayals that preserve the -state emerges the “formal

‘majesty” into which Hal at the close, through a final, definitive betrayal —

the rejection of Falstaff — merges himself’ (p. 53). Greenblatt has not, - 1

unfortunately, examined the text here with the “‘sustained, scrupulous
attention to formal and linguistic design’ that he claims to respect. Had he
done 50, he would have found that:Hal does not ‘betray’ Falstaff-since he
never promised -him anything, indeed- explicitly predicted  his ultimate
banishment at the start (‘I do, I will’: I Henry IV, 2.4.475).

More important, had Greenblatt approached the. play with an.open
mind in the first place, he might have realised that Falstaff, despite all his
engaging qualities, is the great predator, an unscrupulous parasite who
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never has a good word to say about anyone, never does a good deed, and,
f he had the power, would corrupt the whole state.’® Falstaff is not
«betrayed’: he betrays himself, most seriously in the grotesque act, ‘alone’
-on stage — ‘Nothing confutes me but eyes, and nobody sees me’ (5.4.128:
‘O-wie gut, dass niemand weiB, / Dass ich Rumpelstilzchen heiB ‘') — of
stabbing the corpse of Hotspur,- whom. Hal has killed, and claiming credit
for his defeat (1 Henry IV, 5.4.120ff). Greenblatt comments neither on
‘this episode nor on the amazing generosity which Shakespeare ascribes to
Hal when, having protested at Falstaff’s lie — ‘Why, Percy I kill'd myself’
- he nonetheless lets Falstaff take credit for the victéry: “if a lie may do
thee grace, / I'll gild it with the happiest-terms I'have’ (5.4.142-56). In
terms of dramatic technique (needless to say, ignored by New Historicism),
‘the ‘counterfeit* and ‘honour’ soliloquies in' Part One show Falstaff still as
-an engaging rogue but isolate him and involve the thinking spectator or
eader in some moral problems. Shakespeare heightens both effects in Part
Two, where the nature and frequency of the soliloquies' confront the
~audience more and more with his unpleasant qualities.’’ Greenblatt finds
‘the mood at the close’ of the play, after-Falstaff’s rejection, - ‘unpleasant’
{(p. 55, reading ‘against the text’ once more), but it depends whose side you
are on. Had Falstaff been given power, we may be sure, the result would
not have differed much from the anarchy incarnated in Jack Cade (2 Henry

VI, 4.2.61ff, 4.6, 4.7). It is Cade who says ‘And when I am King, as King
I will be, . . . there shall be no money’; all men shall wear the same flivery,
that they may . . . wotship mé their lord’; and: ‘Away! burmn all the records
«of the realm; my mouth shall be the parliament of England’; and: ‘there
sshall not'a maid be married, but she shall pay to me: her maidenhead, ere
they have it’. ‘For law and order Cade wants to substitute a grotesque.
vetsion of feudalism with himself as the ruler living off his peoplé.
(Twentieth-century history has' given us more than:enough examples of
leaders. of ‘religious’ groups or political states indulging their own appetites
for greed, sex, or riches.) Falstaff’s Utopia is less explicit; but includes the
request 0. Hal to banish -the gallows when he succeeds to the throne: ‘Do
not thou when thou art king hang a thief’ (I Henry IV, 1.2.56ff ). And
when the: news reaches him that Hal has become King he proclaims: ‘Let
us take any man’s horses — the:laws of England ‘are at my commandment.
Blessed are they that have been iy friends, and woe to my Lord Chief
Justice! (2 Henry IV, 5.3.1196f). - : A '

-~ Once again, for all his apparent ‘contemporaneity, Greenblatt is here
repeating traditional attitudes in Shakespeare criticism, for protests at
Falstaff's rejection go back to A.C. Bradley in 1909, .and beyond him to
Maurice Morgann, much discussed — and ably refuted — in the 1770s.%8
- Scratch a New Historicist and you find a disappointed romanticist. But
whereas-earlier sentimentalists protested out of ‘affection for the fat rogue,
‘Greenblatt displays no affection: for him, taking Falstaff’s side merely as a
weapon in:his own opposition to the:powers of legitimacy and authority.
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Turning to Henry V, then—in which he predictably finds ‘every nuance of
royal hypocrisy, ruthlessness, and bad faith® {p. 56) — and anxious at
every stage to attack established authority, our eritic is reduced to siding
with Pistol and Bardolph:against Fluellen and the King. According to
Greenblatt, - Pistol ‘pleads that Fluellen intervene to save Bardolph, who
has been sentenced to die for stealing a “pax of little price”’ (p. 58). But
this is to accept Pistol's view of the affair! Robbing churches, to the
Elizabethans, was a serious crime, and the punishment exemplary. To
Greenblatt ‘this attempt to save his friend’s life is the ground for Fluellen
denouncing Pistol as a “rascally, scald, beggarly, lousy, pragging knave”’:
as if those. two incidents were connected, and as if there were not ample,
indeed. unanimous evidence in the play to endorse Fluellen’s judgment.
Greenblatt conveniently overlooks the denunciation of the whole crew of
parasites that Shakespeare gives to a choric character, the Boy: -

As young as [ am, | have observed these three swashers: [ am boy to all
thxee, but all they three, though they would serve mie, could not be
“man to me; for indeed three such antics [buffoons] do not amount
to a man ... They will steal anything; and call it purchase. . .. They.

‘would have me as familiar with men’s pockets as their gloVes"or their

handkerchers: which makes much against my manhood. . . . T must leave
* them, and seek some better service: their villany goes agamst my weak
stomach and therefore | must cast it up. (3 2.28f5)

Pistol’s whole career of crime, rant, and 1gnoble cowardice — unforgettably
conveyed when he grovels to Fluellen and eats the leek he has mocked
(5.1.14ff) — is presented by Shakespeare throughout in the worst: possible
light.. Pistol is explicitly-condemned by the Boy here and later (4.4.66ff);
by Gower, who describes him as ‘an arrant counterfeit rascal, . . . a bawd,
a cutpurse . . . , a togue’ who poses as a soldier, one of :the ‘slanders of the
age’ (3.6.61ff ), *a counterfeit cowardly knave’ (5.2.69); and by Fluellen
(notable for- ‘care and valour’, as Shakespeare makes the King say at
4.1.84), outraged by this ‘rascally, scald, beggarly, lousy, pragging knave’
(5.1.5#).

The consistency of Shakespeares critical view, and an example of the
early theatrical convention of self-presentation, can be seen- from the
number of times he makes Pistol describe himself as a parasite — on his
way to the wars: ‘Let us to France, like horse-leeches, my boys, / To suck,
to suck, the very blood to suck!’ (2.3.55—6); after his defeat of a French
soldier, taken in by his bluster: ‘As I suck blood,. I will some mercy show’
(4.4.64); and at his dismissal from ‘the play, vowing to become a ‘bawd’
and ‘cutpurse of quick-hand. / To England will I steal, and there I'll steal’
(5.2.85ff).- Yet his desire to perform a character assassination of Hal means

that Stephen Greenblatt voluntarily allies himself with Pistol ~— an uncom-~

fortable bedfellow for a Berkeley professor. As for the presence of the ‘four
nations’- (English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish) in Henry's “army, where
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generations of readers have taken. this as a symbol of the new spirit of

- national unity embodied in the King (a unity of mutual support, as anyone

with an inkling of geography or history would know, since the destruction
of any of these countriés by a foreign power would spell the ruin of them
all); Greenblatt sees them through New Historicist spectacles as signifying

.coloniser and colonised (p; 56). At least this is predictable.

_In the scene on the eve of Agincourt, finally, Greenblatt claims that the
soldier Williams challenges the king’s authority effectively, Henry being
forced back on ‘a string of awkward “explanations” designed to show that
“the king is not bound to answer the particular endings of his soldiers” —
as if death.in battle were a completely unforeseen accident’ (p. 61). The
‘critic’s sarcasm cannot conceal the fact that the burden of this discussion is
‘indeed to absolve the king of personal responsibility for the deaths or
injuries of his soldiers. He is only the head of a state which goes to war
collectively, and is collectively responsible. Greenblatt’s further claim that
Henry is ‘almost single-handedly responsible’ for the war ignores the evi-
dence from this play — or from. the Henry VI cycle, or from the Tudor

historiafis — that the king had the backing of the whole nation; that

he achieved a- glorious victory; and that the prestige of England was

- never greater. ‘After Vietnam, ‘after the Falklands, it takes ‘more effort of
~the historical imagination to think oneself back into a position where

Henry V can be seen as a hero who unified his country, bringing peace and
prosperity. It is all too easy to ignore history and see him in the jejune and
jaundiced ‘terms of disillusioned liberals.® But to do so while practising
somethlng claiming to be ‘hlstor1c1sm becomes an act of self deception.

If Greenblatt’s work represents the acme of New Historicism then the
number of grave defects it contains must arouse doubts about the value or

: _valld1ty of this whole school of criticism — if that is not to’ grant it a
“spurious unity (time will tell). A disregard for the integrity of the literary
“text; a bending of evidence, background and foreground, to suit one-sided

interpretations; the foisting of modern cultural and political attitudes on to
Renaissance texts — these are serious deficiencies for a movement which

“claims to avoid the mistakes of the past and provide a‘model for the future.
- To many readers this will constitute sufﬁc1ent reason to view their work

with cautious scepticism.
.To some critics, however, New. Hlstor1c1sm does not go far enough. One

~writer frequently associated with' the group, Jonathan Goldberg; published

an essay on Macheth specifically designed to advance a new cutting edge.

‘Goldberg refers to Greenblatt’s essay on King Lear -and the exorcists but
“rejects its method, not on thé historical or critical grounds that I have
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outlined but because. it ‘does not ultimately call into” question the value

system upon . which it rests. Greenblatt’s King Lear is, in many ways,

petfectly recognizable’ (Goldberg 1987, pp. 242-3),. evidently a major
defect in Goldberg’s eyes. Greenblatt’s argument;-he complains, - ‘does
not. ..go far enough -in distinguishing itself from more conventional
literary criticism. It seeks to preserve the very notion of literalness it f:al%s
into question’. {(p. 244). Summoning up a more powerful ‘magic, _Derqdas
concepts of ‘répétitior’, ‘trace’, -and’ ‘différance’, Goldberg announces that
he will now ‘call into question the methods of literary critics, and the
practices of textual, historical, and formalistic criticism’-_(p. 245) = with an
appropriately de-centred view of history-as ‘heterogeneous 'dispersa.\l‘ (p. 247).

Stimulated by this prospect of a total rejection of all extant systems, the
reader of the discussion of Macbheth that follows is sadly disappointed to find
that most of it is entirely traditional criticism, discussing Shakespeare’s
sources. and his deviations from them, mirror-imageéry, possible revisions of
the text, Ben Jonson's masques, Jacobean absolutism, and panegyric. As
for the comments on Shakespeare’s plays, although they pay homage to the

current concern with gender they read more like old-fashioned judgmental -

character criticism; only worse in that they ignore motive and context.
‘Masculinity. in Macbeth,” Goldberg declares, “is directed as an.- assaultive
-attéempt to secure power, to maintain success and succession, at .th(_e expense
of women.. As is typical of many of Shakespeare's tragedies, the play is largely
womanless and family relationships are disturbed’ (p. 259; my italics). As it
‘happens, there are three women in Macheth (excluding the witches), as
there are in several of Shakespeare’s tragedies, a reasonable complement
given the make-up of the average Elizabethan theatre-company, and two of
them have important roles. But it would not suit Goldberg’s argument to
note this. True, family relationships are disturbed: that is indeed one of the
characteristics of tragedy as a genre. For Goldberg, however, it is proof of
.the dramatist’s misogyny. Pursuing his thesis that Shakespeare is ‘anti-
feminine’, he states that when Macbeth. is killed he Sl

is replaced by two men who have secured power in the defeat of women.
Indeed, Macduff has not only abandoned his wife and family, his very
‘birth represents a triumph over his mother’s womb, the manifest fantasy
of being self-begotten that also deludes Macbeth in his final encounter.
(p. 259y T ‘

Readers ;'will.not need me to remind them that Macduff's flight was an

emergency to preserve his life on the outside chance that he might be -able
to defeat the tyrant; and that the loss of his family causes him more
anguish and remorse than anyone else in the play is capable of, an ability

'to. care about others against which we can gauge Macbeth’s concern solely

with himself. There is no evidence in the text or anywhere else that
Macduff has ‘secured power’ by ‘the defeat of women’. As for his birth by
Caesarian section, that is such a singular donnée of plot, the special case
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that would fulfil the witches’ prediction of Macheth’s invulnerability to
man ‘born of Woman', that it would  be folly to base any normative

argument on it. And to call this birth a ‘triutnph over. his. mother’s womb’
is an unpleasantness which may be a peculiarly modern form of misogyny
on Goldberg’s part, but is nowhere found in the play. As dramatic criticism
Goldberg’s is no better than Greenblatt’s on Hal in disregarding the play’s
integrity, both critics displaying a self-willed quality that can only be
- described as ruthless. More striking, though, is the gap between the critic’s
ambitions for a wholly new discourse and what he actually produces.
- Everyone will agree with the principle from which these critics appatently
began, that the writing of history is a construct in which the historian
evaluates evidence and. organises a narrative that fulfils contemporary
expectations of coherence and consistency — that, in these respects at
least; all narrations of the past, far from being ‘objective’, bear the marks
of .the individual writer and of the age in which ‘they were produced.
Paradoxically (to adapt a phrase); the ‘poverty of the New Historicism’ lies
in its being subject to the same constraints. Its own critical practice is just
as much-a product of its time, of an ideology that only allows it to deal
with a part of Shakespeare, reshaped to suit ‘its own purposes. It is not
the' proclaimed “historicist approach ‘that, in the end, mars this form of
criticism, nor its flirtation with Curtent Literary Theory, but its relentless
politicising. The general form “this politicising takes is a MONOtonous
preoccupation ‘with the triad of power, . containment, and subversion.
" Greenblatt, in addition, uses both literary texts and the cultural context to
. indict aspects of modern society of which he disapproves. It is the present
that controls his work, ‘not -the' past. Frank Lentficchiei'has'deg;cribed
Greenblatt as endorsing a version of determinism that is ‘the typically
* anxious” expression’ of post-Watergate American hirnanist “intellectuals’
- (Lentricchia 1988, p. 93; 1989, p. 235), and Louis Montrose has recorded
his feeling that New Historicist .concerns are ‘partially impelled by a ques-
. tioning of our very capacity for action — by a nagging sense of professional,
-institutional, and political powerlessness or irrelevance’ (Montrose 1989,
. P+ 26). Everyone must have days when they feel powerless or irrelevant,
- and citizens of a democracy that only get to vote every four or five years
. often feel that their participation in political life is nominal. -
While sharing and understanding Montrose’s feelings, though, a deeper
and ‘more important issue ‘may be involved. Montrose does not suggest
that their academic work is only ‘a psychological compensation for social
inactivity ‘and political quiescence’ (ibid.}, but Lentricchia’s critique of
- Greenblatt accuses New Historicism of encouraging — .in’ the wake of
Foucault — a cynically passive acceptance of a corrupt society over which
we supposedly have no control. The ‘Foucauldian belief in ‘a power that
. coerces all practices’ produces ‘the desire to get outside politics’ (Lentricchia
- 1988, p."95; 1989, p. 237). The New Historicist, powerless to act, longs
for ‘a'space of freedom’ where he will not feel '
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enabled by vast, impersonal systems. There; in that special place, we
know we are because we feel ourselves to be discontented; in that
reflective -space we make the judgement that no system enables ——
- that we are unhappy. And we locate our unhappiness precisely in
‘those systems that have produced and enabled us as selves. (ibid.;

pp. 100-101/241)

Hence the attraction of literary criticist written by disaffected subjects
who, as Hooker put it, ‘openly reprove supposed disordets of state’ and thus
appear ‘principal friends to the common benefit of all’. Hence, too, the
parallel indictment of the Renaissance, as Lentricchia also notes, for being
‘peculiarly modern’, but ‘“modern” not only in a sense not intended by
Jacob Burckhardt but in one whlch would have horrified his liberal con-
fidence: the Renaissance is our culture because. it 1s the origin of our
disciplinary society’ (pp. 97/238).

Lentricchia’s target is the pol1t1cal quandary’ he diagnoses in. New
Historicism: ‘hating a world that we never made, wanting to transform it’
but believing that impossible, ‘we. settle for a holiday from reahty, a safely °
sealed space reserved for the expresswn of aesthetic anarchy as a substitute
for political action {pp. 101/241-2). He is concerned that this cynical
acceptance of power and passivity encourages quietism and an illusory
picture - of democracy as totalitarian. My concern, rather, is with the -
dlscrepancy between Greenblatt’s claim that the value of New Historicism
is its ‘intensified willingness to read all of the textual traces of the past, with
the attention traditionally conferred only on literaty -texts' (Greenblatt -
1990, p. 14), and the travesties that he performs on Harriot, Harsnett, and -
several other writers called up to provide contextual material: The fact
(already noted by several critics)®0 that. Greenblatt regularly misrepresents
the cultural or literary text that he discusses, suggests to me that his desire
for revenge or retribution has overcome his better judgment. Taking up but
redirecting the remarks of Montrose and Lentricchia, I see this distorting .
process displaying what Max Scheler described in his classic analysis as -
Ressentiment, that stifling feeling of impotence, born of the. mentality
(originally defined by Nietzsche’s attack on Christianity), in which the
dominated helplessly seeks to subvert and overtilm the values of the -
master.61

The feeling of powerlessness, Scheler showed, gives rise fo such ‘emotions -
and affects’ as ‘revenge, hatred, . . . the impulse to detract’ (p. 46). The
desire to detract seeks ‘those objects . from which it can draw gratifica-
tion. It likes to dlsparage and to smash pedestals, to dwell on the negative .
aspects of excellent men and things, exulting in the fact that such faults

“are more perceptible through their contrast with the strongly positive
quahtles (ibid., p. 47). Or, as in the case of Harriot or Hal, denying them §
any ‘positive quahtles at all. The crucial element for Scheler, is the
simultaneous presence of bitter feelings and the inability to turn them into
action.

:Ressennment can only arise if these émotions are particularly powerful
and yet must be suppressed because they are coupled with the feeling
that one is unable to act them out — either because of weakness,
- physical or mental, or because of fear. Through its very origin, ressenti-

ment is therefore chiefly confined to those who serve and are dominated at

the moment, who fruitlessly resent the sting of authority. (p. 48)

To Scheler's suggested motives for the non-expression of feelings we can
now add the Foucault-derived belief that there is no point in uttering
them, because subversion will in any case be contained and rendered
meaningless. Uncannily like Foucault is Scheler’s account of how ‘the
deélights of opposmomsm depend on a negative view of the situation: ‘It is
peculiar to “ressentiment” criticist that it does not seriously desire that its
demands be fulfilled. It does not want to cure the evil. ..’ (p. 51) Society
must go on being conceived as composed of anonymous power-structures
that determine us and deny our selfhood. The Renaissance can go on bemg
re—deﬁned as the origin of our discontents, while Shakespeare can go on

being shown — w1th a mixture of regret and satisfaction — to, be guilty
too.



