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The Essay question
[bookmark: _Hlk25177068][bookmark: _Hlk24572158][bookmark: _Hlk25176308]In your considered opinion, what differences would emerge between a new historicist approach and a Cultural Materialist approach to Middleton and Dekker’s The Roaring Girl?


Introduction to the essay

This essay is going to focus on two quite similar literary theories, one being “New Historicism” and the other “Cultural Materialism”. They both emerged in the early 1980s, first New Historicism in the USA and slightly later Cultural Materialism in Great Britain. For the purpose of this essay, at first these theories will be explored, and their many similarities and maybe more subtle differences will be considered. [footnoteRef:1] [1:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory an introduction to literary and cultural theory, second edition edn (Manchester USA: Manchester University Press, 2002). Page 182-184] 

This essay is going to examine the differences between these two literary theories with regard to their approach to the play The Roaring Girl. This essay will briefly look at the time in history when the play The Roaring Girl was written by Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker. It will also be looking at different influences that were at play focusing on London and the theatre scene during the Jacobean period and its function in the early 17th century. In order to provide the historical context of the play, the English Renaissance period is going to be looked into with a particular focus on the gender roles and sexuality during that era since they are reflected in the content of The Roaring Girl. [footnoteRef:2] [2:  Thomas Dekker Thomas Middleton, The Roaring Girl New Mermaids, Second edition edn ([n.p.]: A&C Black Publishers Limited, 1997).] 

After a short introduction to the play itself, this essay will proceed to apply the New Historicist approach and Cultural Materialist approach to the play and compare both. The analysis which follows will be mainly focusing on the differences that emerge between these very similar theories. 
In order to make this comparison, the renaissance play in question is going to be studied and the differences between the New Historicist approach and the Cultural Materialist approach to The Roaring Girl are going to be investigated.
Finally, in conclusion, I will explore and consider more carefully what, in my opinion, different views which would emerge from the New Historicist approach and The Cultural Materialist approach concerning Renaissance play The Roaring Girl.  
.
New Historicism and Cultural Materialism 
In order to gain a better understanding of these two closely related approaches, this essay will take a look into both the New Historicism and the Cultural Materialism and see what resemblances and dissimilarities there are and make analysis towards the essay question.
New Historicism is recognised as an American critical literary theory, and one of its front-runners and leading persons is Stephen Greenblatt. He is a writer of several books on this subject, such as the English Renaissance to Shakespeare. 
New Historicism was opposing formalism (structuralism) that perceived the entire literature as being separate with regard to their methods. New Historicism is an approach of literary criticism which connects the text to its historical context regarding the society, authorities and beliefs at that given time in history as formative forces. It concentrates on the influences that shape the collective and socio-political conditions in which the citizens (reader/audience) live. According to the theory of the New Historicism, a human being is mostly influenced by socio-political structures, belief systems and ideas that existed before them as they find themselves embedded in those structures. New Historicism concentrates on the domineering power of social and ideological systems, powers and structures which are both previous to people’s experience, determining how they experience and also the determining influence in society. 
Stephen Greenblatt first used the term “New Historicism” In 1981 at the University of Berkley, California. This new term was to encompass many critical practices and ideas that were altogether shaped by post-structuralism. The movement of New Historicism was reacting strongly against formalism (structuralism) that saw art or literature as secluded from its surrounding influences. Each one with its own structures and methods and only focusing on the form. New Historicism was also a reaction against old historical criticism that viewed literature as a reflection of its social and historical background including how the respective author was formed by their background; historical surroundings more as a frame for the content of literal work.
New Historicism emphasises the historicity of a text by relating it to the structures in society and to power and ideology that were active and operating when the literary work was written. It focuses on and studies these formative powers of social and ideological structures that were surrounding people at that particular time. [footnoteRef:3]New Historicism claims that all individuals are predetermined to be formed by structures that already existed before them. [3:  Paul Hamilton, Historicism the new critical idiom (London: Routledge, 1996).page 7-50] 

Stephen Greenblatt claims that New Historicism avoids, in the first instance, to look at the artistic substance in a play but instead is paying close attention to the anthropological perspective and the socio-historical criticism. It puts a great deal of significance in historically reliant sources and pays attention to local events that might be serving the specific interests of institutions, such as the theatre.
According to New Historicism these dominating structures in society contain the opposition, as the opposition in itself is characterised inside those structures. New Historicism,  therefore, perceives opposition to reinforce the power structures that are already existing. In the eyes of New Historicists, people are being influenced and controlled by structures in society that occurred previous to their involvement which makes individuals less individual and more a product of their time.
New Historicism prides itself of having an awareness of the impossibility of claiming “truth” about anything because of existing massive contradictions, severe limitations and numerous other problems. Complete objectivity is not possible for any scientific method.
New Historicism studies both factual and fictional texts side by side and gives them equal importance. It argues that factual texts provide the context inside which literary texts can be studied and furthermore it sees that they both are subject to dominant influences of their time and therefore are not presenting a “truth” about their historical context.  [footnoteRef:4] [4:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory an introduction to literary and cultural theory, second edition edn (Manchester USA: Manchester University Press, 2002). Page 182-191] 

Cultural Materialism
A movement called “Cultural Materialism” appeared in Great Britain at around the same time as New Historicism in the US. Cultural Materialism is perceived as nearly identical to New Historicism.  They both argue that all written text is a product of influences, ideologies and social structures present at the time when the work was written. By the same token, they see the reader as being influenced in a similar way by his/her time, so also according to the New Materialism no objective, critical analysis of any work are truly possible, and no literary product, including factual, is ever free from the bias of these influences.
Cultural Materialism can be seen to be somewhat more directly political on its outlook than New Historicism. It sees that New Historicism not to be politically effective since it lacks belief in any absolute truths or knowledge and therefore can’t commit for real to anything either. Cultural Materialist sees that it thereby logically follows that New Historicists can neither believe in their own writing.



The two main people who together constructed a theory of Cultural Materialism  were Jonathon Dollimore and Alan Sinfield and they were both British. Catherine Betsey and Francis Barker who also played an active part in the birth of Cultural Materialism both came from British universities. Therefore, Cultural Materialism is often referred to as the British adaptation of New Historicism. Because of numerous similarities between the two it is sometimes difficult to distinguish whether someone is a Cultural Materialist or a New Historicist. Nevertheless, there are differences, small it may seem and yet quite significant. This essay will investigate them further in the context of the play The Roaring Girl.
English Renaissance London in the 17th century
For the purpose of this essay about New Historicism, Cultural Materialism and their relevance regarding the play The Roaring Girl, we need to first take a brief look at London during the 17th century which is the place and time where the events of this play took place.
During this period, London was, in some ways, less strict and rigid than during succeeding eras. It was more of a new and “fluid” period, an era of transformation in society. Although there were still the rigid class divisions from the preceding epoch, a new middle class ascended as a new movement in society that emerged at this time. As a result, a person could be born working-class but by their wit and hard work enter the new and growing middle-class. One could even buy titles for money.

Gender and sexuality during the Jacobean Era
During this period, gender roles were not so inflexible or well-defined as previously. Men may well have same-sex affairs with younger men and boys but were not necessarily gay (the terminology that defines sexuality as we understand it today was not used or considered at that time in history). Crossdressing or transvestism during that time was not unheard of and this related to some extent also to women like in the case of Mary Frith,[footnoteRef:5] the documented and authentic lady that Moll Cutpurse was based upon in the play The Roaring Girl. The gentlemen at court were themselves dressed in a fashion that was regarded effeminate as they were adorning themselves with exclusive perfumes, makeup and flamboyant fashion. [footnoteRef:6] [5:  Erotic Politics Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. by Susan Zimmerman, First edition edn (London: Routledge, 1992). Page 12-13]  [6:  Erotic Politics Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. by Susan Zimmerman, First edition edn (London: Routledge, 1992). Page 64-84] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Females could not and were not permitted to perform on the stage. Therefore, boys played female characters, and some of the plays could have boundless sexual innuendos. In some of the plays, it could also happen that a female character needed to dress like a boy in order to accomplish something which would have been unachievable as a woman; in these instances, the boy played the character of a woman that dressed up like a boy. The question comes to mind whether there was a gender revolution happening at that time. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Erotic Politics Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. by Susan Zimmerman, First edition edn (London: Routledge, 1992). Page 127-190] 

[bookmark: _Hlk24832003]This essay is now going to examine these two theories in critically analysing The Roaring Girl written at the start of the 17th century. Middleton and Dekker wrote the play The Roaring Girl in 1611. This was a period when the so-called City Comedies were very popular in London. The plays leading character is Moll Cutpurse, loosely based on Mary Frith. Mary Frith was an authentic woman living in London at the time. She lived as a “free life-force”, questioning the restrictions put upon her as a woman, born in the female gender. She would daringly enter spaces that were strictly for men, such as theatres, coffee houses and taverns. Mary drunk, smoked and let her views or opinions be known. Mary’s conduct was at that time regarded as a criminal offence, and she faced criminal charges but denied any accusations of prostitution.


Social conflict, sex and the erotics of The Roaring Girl
In the published foreword to The Roaring Girl, the author presents the aim to refer to erotic matters in an amusing manner. The play is dominated by topics including the leisure activity of sexual pleasure and other similar issues. In the play, young men pursue maids and gallants and chase city wives for sexual fulfilment either outside or inside of wedlock. At the heart of this complicated world is Moll Cutpurse. The paradoxes encompassing the play’s description of sexuality, matrimony and gender roles imply that these were disputed cultural experiences, a cause of apprehension and controversy as much as of enjoyment.
In The Roaring Girl, Moll is a young woman living very much on the brink of society, challenging the gender restrictions of that time. She dresses as a man, smokes and converses as a man and she is loud, without much restraint and has a sharp and biting tongue. Moll is not trying to fool anyone to think she is a man, that is not what her demeanour is about, rather it is about the greater freedom that was allowed for women at the time when the play was written. Moll Cutpurse illustrated the attitudes to gender in the 17th century and how cross-dressing females disturb the existing norms, especially to do with gender roles and points of view towards institutions such as marriage. The marriage had previously been considered to be a mutually beneficial agreement between families to do with matters such as titles and economies. Now consideration of companionship and love were entering into the equation.
The new versus the old is a theme presented in the play. The character Sebastian wants to marry the girl he is in love with, while Sebastian’s father wants him to enter into a more lucrative marriage agreement. In many ways, the traditional, inherited structures and 


institutions had formed the ways people thought about different aspects of their life. Like many other plays from this time, The Roaring Girl is considering gender and class, two aspects that were in the process of change. Sebastian’s father naturally presents the old era, Sebastian the new and Moll is the catalytical influence. In the play, Moll Cutpurse, after several twists and turns, and succeeds to bring the two lovers together and the maxim is that the new order wins over the old.
Although the play is a City Comedy and on the surface only light entertainment, it also questions the existing norms and status quo. Interestingly enough, Moll argues before the end of the play that she would consider to be more acceptable to conform as a woman if men would behave more like real men. According to New Historicism, this proves one of its main arguments that all change is close to impossible and often change is no more than a temporary illusion and most opposition ends up powering the already existing dominant structures and ideas. Despite Moll’s rebellion, she, in the end, confirms the dominant gender norm.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Jean E. Howard, 'Social conflicts The erotics of the Roaring girl', in (: , ). 
] 

The approach to The Roaring Girl by New Historicism and Cultural Materialism – what are the differences?
An obvious theory to use to analyse The Roaring Girl would be Feminist literary theory since so much in the play is about gender and gender roles. To instead approach the play with these two most similar theories and use the task to highlight the differences between these theories feels like a challenge.
First, this essay is going to make use of the structures, systems and ideologies that have been already discussed and investigated how they have influenced formations and behaviours of the characters in this Renaissance play. This is a central notion in both theories.
We can see how Moll Cutpurse defies the dominant gender form and acts outside both the limitations of her gender and her class. 
At the same time, when identifying other ideological influences at play we can see how institutions like Theatre encourages gender fluidity and gives it a place within the existing structures. This fluidity also supports the old ideas of the marriage being a transaction concerning both economic and title. A new idea about marriage as companionship and love affair would come to challenge this fluidity since the separation with sexual desire, and re-production would not be so defined. 



Further the idea of companionship suggests a development towards an equal partnership between genders which challenges the notion of women as an inferior being.
So, there are several binary oppositions at play on stage here, and Moll is the catalytical force questioning the existing status quo.
From the New Historicism standpoint, the play, in the end, contains all these challenges and does not really encourage any subversion. The opposition is contained inside the existing power structures, and Moll arranges a conventional marriage (even if based on love rather than economics not really radical), and she also confirms by stating that if men were more manly she could be more like an ideal woman. In that she is also reflecting, what is perceived as feminity, in some, mainly courtly men.
Cultural Materialism, although agreeing with most of the reading, would highlight that the new ideas about new ways of thinking about gender and social structure have been aired in the play. It would claim that even if they are rendered harmless in a play that confirms to existing norms and to the dominant culture, still the new ideas are now out and will find their way to multiply and grow.


Conclusion
[bookmark: _Hlk24908050]In my view both of these theories are very interesting and bear an enormous validity as the next stage of development for critical literary theories in that time, the early 1980s.
They both were new and fresh approaches although assimilating aspects from previous theories. Their languages were more free and accessible even for people who did not have a strictly academic background, and their arguments were fluid and more accessible.
Maybe the New Historicism could be described as a more pessimistic theory and Cultural Materialism its more optimistic twin on the other side of the bond. [footnoteRef:9] [9:  Peter Barry, Beginning Theory an introduction to literary and cultural theory, second edition edn (Manchester USA: Manchester University Press, 2002). Page 172-191] 

New Historicist view of the Universe has included aspects of post-structuralism and tends to read the world with Dystopian undertones. According to New Historicist reading we are all locked in eternal repetition, and real progression is an illusion 
In spite of its somewhat nihilistic approach, New Historicism does not entirely exclude the possibility of change. It focuses on oppressive aspects of society because it sees that only if people overcome those change is possible. [footnoteRef:10] [10:  Paul Hamilton, Historicism the new critical idiom (London: Routledge, 1996)] 


Cultural Materialism has assimilated tendencies from Marxism into its criteria (which its American counterpart does not openly do) and even if the interpretations of literary work are very similar between these two theories, Cultural Materialism includes the idea of progression and sees that literary work can influence society in a progressive and positive way. 
Maybe one way to define the difference in focus between these two theories is that whereas does not entirely deny the possibility for change if people would overcome the influence of the oppressive dominant structures and systems Cultural Materialism is more interested in the ways and means of how, more actively so, that change can be brought about. 
Both of these theories clearly have their roots in more left inclined political thinking (as is the case with many academic intellectuals) but their philosophical adding up is slightly different and also reflects their main inspirations, Post- Structuralism for New Historicism and Marxism for Cultural Materialism.
In the 1980s feminist groups rediscovered the play The Roaring Girl and several productions of the play have been put on stage since. The play has also been approached by several critical literary theories, and Feminist Theory is one of the obvious ones. [footnoteRef:11]  [11: ] 

In some ways this new revival of interest towards this Renaissance play confirms the Cultural Materialist view; something was produced centuries ago, and it still has an influence on our society. – Yet the New Historicist might argue that nothing has really changed and the evidence of our time says that in the end the opposition ends up powering the dominant structures rather than being an agent of change and in that aspect, all literary work, however brilliant, ends up being toothless.
The differences between these two theories are small compared to their similarities, and yet because of those small differences, they in one way are worlds apart. I think they both are opening up literature, factual and fictional in a challenging way and that has given rise to new theories that continue to open up new approaches.
I would go so far as to suggest that this continuous dialogue between literary works and different critical literary theories has a part in expanding human consciousness. 
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