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Presentation

New historicism is the theme this presentation is based on. More specifically, this presentation will highlight what New historicism is and what a New Historicist reading entails. I will also highlight some possible problems with New Historicist readings of texts. I will be combining a New historicist reading of ‘Easter 1916’ with psychoanalytic theory and highlight a potential difficulty or problem with combining these methods of cultural and critical theory. To conclude the presentation, I will summarise the extent of New Historicism propriety as a literary theory, solely and combined with psychoanalysis of a text.  

New Historicism studies literature in a broader historical context. As a literary theory, it takes into account the authors culture and environment, and that of the critics, in order to reach an interpretation. A New historicist would examine the historical cultures that surround a literary text, this being referred to as parallel reading. For example, being sure to read historic pamphlets of that cultural period, documents and newspaper articles etc. New Historicism pinpoint the cultural aspects that may have influenced the author, this way the critic can specifically study in more depth the use and distribution of power within the authors culture and society. Also, the marginalization of social classes within the authors cultural environment will be highlighted. All of these aspects in turn allow for a deeper understanding of the literary text. According to a New Historicist this insight into the history of the authors culture that allows better insight into a possible interpretation of the literary text equally works in reverse. Meaning it allows a person better insight into the cultural history of the era through studying the literary text. It seems that the author influences their culture and they are equally influenced by social and political elements of their cultures. The ideas of power that develop within a society create a role within literary texts to recreate the pressure set forth by societal forces of power. This results in the picture that is reproduced being in the literary text being somewhat distorted. 

A New Historicist is also aware that their interpretation can be ‘tainted’ by their own cultural influences. Stephen Greenblatt wrote ‘the questions I ask of my material and indeed the very nature of this material are shaped by the questions I ask of myself.’[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Greenblatt, Stephen, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), p 5.
] 


New Historicism uses the signification within a language system as set forward by the structural theory of linguistics and adapts it in order to analyse society. Submitting society to analysis in relation to the linguistic system means analysis in relation to the other. Breaking up a text to analyse it within parts of society. Social practices are only understood, according to Greenblatt, within the system of signs as they are ‘embedded in systems of public signification, always grasped, even by their makers, in acts of interpretation.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Greenblatt, Stephen, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), p 5] 


Another theoretical assumption that New Historicists consider are the contradictions that may be presented within a literary text.  

Now I will highlight some possible problems pointed out with relation to using New Historicism. The first of which I will highlight is its use of ‘thick description’ to unravel a text. Another is New Historicisms tendency to take a slice out of the text and out of history, its synchronic instead of diachronic. The problem being that it doesn’t take into account historical change. 

I will begin now by giving my interpretation of a New Historicist, psychoanalytic reading of Yeats’ ‘Easter 1916.’ I will leave time at the end for any questions you’d like to raise with regards to my interpretation, if there are any, or if you have any suggestions of your own. 

If we take into account our knowledge of the history of the Easter rising 1916 in Ireland that a group of nationalists, headed by John MacBride broke into a rebellion against the British ruling Ireland at the time. The main leaders of this rebellion ended up being executed and the other Irish nationalists that had taken part had been imprisoned for different amounts of time based on the severity of their actions. The men that were executed came to be labelled martyrs by their followers and supporters in Ireland. 

Moving on to Yeats poem obviously being about the Easter Monday rising in Dublin 1916, this is made apparent by the content. Yeats uses Macdonagh and MacBride’s names in the poem in the fourth stanza. The pressure of the forces of British ruling can be seen to be reproduced in the story the poem portrays, how the revolt came to be and the impression it has left. The pressure it places on the men spoken about can also be noted and reflects the pressure placed upon people of Ireland that wanted freedom from British rule:

    Hearts with one purpose alone
    Through summer and winter seem
    Enchanted to a stone[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Yeats, W.B, The Collected Poems Of W.B Yeats (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Edition Limited, 1994) p153] 


These people that lived under the pressure of this regime are made to seem as if they are now stone-heart because they’ve had one purpose for so long and sacrificed so much for their cause that it had desensitised them from other things in their lives. ‘Too long a sacrifice/Can make a stone of the heart.[footnoteRef:4]’  [4:  Yeats, p153] 


It was well known that MacBride had married Maude Gonne, a close friend of Yeats that we are aware he himself had loved for some time, this could have influenced the opinion Yeats held of MacBride.

I recognise that perhaps my viewpoint here could be influenced by the fact that I am aware through letters that have now been released in books, letters that were written and exchanged between Maude Gonne and Yeats. Some of these letters contained details from Gonne about her relationship with MacBride. These, in the latter years of their marriage, were not positive comments, she was actively seeking divorce from him and was told to return to England where she would receive protection from MacBride as he was not allowed to set foot in England at the time.  Therefore, we now are aware that Yeats was aware of things that suggested MacBride’s treatment of Maude Gonne was not great. This information was unlikely common knowledge at the time of this poem being released and at the time of the Easter rising. 
The pressure I interpret being portrayed in the poem could be due to the fact that for one I am aware of the pressure it placed on the culture of the author and the society he lived in at the time. However, it could also be said that my culture influences me to recognise the pressure reproduced. This is because culturally and socially, living in a free state, I would find it unacceptable to lay rule over any country or place that did not wanted to be free to rule themselves, to live under their own laws. If I likened it to the situation we were recently in living Britain, where we were given the vote to remain or leave the EU. it was a vote and not a dictatorship. We were not forced to remain, we had a choice. I could not comprehend or accept being forced to stay or on the other hand be forced to leave, I would accept nothing other than being given the vote and the choice.  

Moving on to Yeats and the contradictions he makes within the poem. He does not conceal his disdain for the rebels, he doesn’t take them seriously, it seems he looks down on them, he wrote;

     Polite meaningless words,
     And thought before I had done
     Of a mocking tale or a gibe
    To please a companion
     Around the fire at the club[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Yeats, p 152] 


He goes on then to talk of ‘where motley is worn’[footnoteRef:6] it was known that motley was worn by fools. His contradictions are clear, he makes no effort to hide them when he later goes on to write; [6:  Yeats, p 152] 


    MacDonagh and MacBride
    And Connolly and Pearse
    Now and in time to be,
   Wherever green is worn,
   Are changed, changed utterly
   A terrible beauty is born.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Yeats, pp153, 154] 


In a sense, he recognises them as martyrs and realises, even if he does consider them to be ‘vainglorious lout’ [footnoteRef:8] that they will inspire Ireland and that their deaths are in fact it is a terrible loss.  [8:  Yeats, p 152] 


To conclude, the points I have spoken about here today lend me to believe that New Historicism and psychoanalytic theory combined is a valid and useful way to interpret a text. However, I don’t believe that it would work for every text. For example, if this was to be applied to an early modern text, take a Shakespeare play like Hamlet. This would be harder to make work, because there are darker moments in the history surrounding that era, not everything is as well documented and accessible to research. Furthermore, it is made more difficult to apply this theory to an early modern text like Hamlet by the fact that many of Shakespeare’s plays have multiple versions and Hamlet is no exception to this. 

Are there any questions regarding the interpretation I gave of ‘Easter 1916’ or involving anything I have spoken about here today?




Bibliography
Greenblatt, Stephen, Renaissance Self-Fashioning: From More to Shakespeare (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1980), Introduction pp 1-9

Howards, Jean E., ‘Sex and Social Conflict: The Erotics of The Roaring Girl’ in Erotic Politics: Desire on the Renaissance Stage, ed. Susan Zimmerman (London: Routledge 1992)

Yeats, W.B, The Collected Poems Of W.B Yeats (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth Edition Limited, 1994) pp 152-154

https://www.louthcoco.ie/en/Services/Archives/1916-Easter-Rising-Centenary-Document-Spotlight/Irish-National-Aid-Association.pdf (accessed 25/1/18)

https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=8pP_UOXTVm8C&pg=PA79&lpg=PA79&dq=letters+maud+gonne&source=bl&ots=w4kmenddfW&sig=Vk8qcK3wQhO-q55C-eOCzhVISYE&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwjt2OrN8PPYAhUrJcAKHb8ED8IQ6AEIXzAO#v=onepage&q=letters%20maud%20gonne&f=false(accessed 25/1/18)
 

image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David






¥ Grindod Dew sant

Trinity Saint David

Undesae sspen odick orm
[as———

s




