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Stephen Greenblatt and New Historicism

1. The brief biography of Stephen Greenblatt: 

(1) He was born in Cambridge, Massachusetts in 1943.He did his undergraduate and graduate study at Yale University, then gained his Ph.D. in 1969.

(2) He taught at the University of California at Berkeley where New Historicism was founded more than 20 years. In the middle 1990, he moved to Harvard University.

(3) At Berkeley, he founded the journal Representations, in which the works of New Historicism first appeared.

(4) He was inspired by Foucault’s historical investigation and the theoretical understanding of power.

(5) He is the leading proponent of New Historicism and the key figure in shifting from literary to cultural poetics and from textual to contextual interpretation.

2. The main concepts of New Historicism:

(1) New Historicism denies any social world is stable and art woks are separate from the power struggle constituting social reality.  

(2) It deems that the literary work is a player in the competition among varies groups to gain their ends, a competition that takes place on many level.

(3) New Historicism accepts Foucault’s insistence that power operates through myriad capillary channels including direct coercion and governmental action and indirect daily routines and language. Hence, it not only pays attention to discursive disputes but also examines how particular texts are addressed to other texts.

(4) New Historicism does not expect that cultural moment is to be unified, rather the text of one cultural moment is a dynastic interweaving of multiple strands from a culture that is an unstable field of contending forces. In other word, New Historicists attempt intervention in the ongoing struggle to influence or even dominate the cultural field.

(5) New Historicism always asks what it does within the ensemble of social relation in which it is embedded, rather asks what a particular text means in and of itself.

3. The important influence of New Historicism:

(1) New prominence was giving to both social and cultural history, shifting the historian’s gaze from famous actors or grand historical events to ordinary people and their mundane routines.

    (2) A whole new relation to texts along with a new definition of the goal of historical investigation

       causes a increasingly blurred the disciplinary lines between literary and history.

    (3) The group of New Historicism scholars main concentrates on English Renaissance studies. Besides, they also did deep research in nineteenth-century American and British literary.

4. The summary of “Introduction of The Power of Form in the English Renaissance ”
(1) Explain how Shakespeare’s play Richard Ⅱ is implicated in the power struggle of its time

is both to write a history of the consolidation of power prior to our moment and to waken today’s reader to the conflict that define our moment. 

• Make a comparison investigating the historical record f Queen Elizabeth’ reaction toward Shakespeare’ play Richard Ⅱ with the modern historical scholarship J. Dover Wilson’s declaim (“The Political Background of Shakespeare’ Richard Ⅱand Henry Ⅳ “) and pose such a question: 

How can the reader account for the discrepancy between the historical reconstruction from the whole tone and emphasis of the grand figure such J. Dover Wilson’s point and the anxious response of the figures whose history he purports to have accurately reconstructed? t(p2253)

• The answer lies in part in the difference between a conception of art that no respect whatsoever

    for the integrity of the text and one that hopes to find, through historical research, a stable core of meaning within the text, a core that unites disparate and contradictory parts into an organic whole to provide perfectly orthodox of legitimacy and order . 

(2) Differentiate the New Historicism from the historical scholarship of past：

•  New Historicism set apart from both the dominant historical scholarship of past and the formalist criticism after World War Two, which tend to be monological, that is it is connected with discovering a single political vision ,usually is identical to that said to be held by the entire literary class or the entire population and is prevented from interpretation and conflict to serve as a stable point of reference. Oppositely, New historicism erodes the firm ground of both criticism and literature.

• New Historicism tends to ask questions about its own methodological assumption and those of others, for example, it encourage the readers to examine the ideological situation not only of  Richard Ⅱ but also of Dover Wilson on Richard Ⅱ.

• New Historicism less concerned to establish the organic unity of literary and more open to such works as field of force, places of dissention and shifting interests, occasions for the jostling of orthodox and subversive impulses.   

• New Historicism challenges the assumptions that guarantee a secure distinction between literary foreground and political background, or between artistic production and other social production. New historicism declares this distinction indeed exists, but they are not intrinsic to the texts, rather they are made up and constantly redrawn by the artists, audience and readers.   

• New Historicism defines the range of aesthetic possibilities within a given representational mode, on the other hand, links that mode to the complex network of institutions, practices and beliefs that constitute the culture as a whole.         

Question and Discussion：

• As the remarks in the essay, the tendency to tell similar historical tales of power ‘s expanding reach, coupled with fairly blunt evaluation of literary works as either complicitous with or resistant to power, causes New Historicism to face some criticism. Could such criticism be attributed to the limitation of New Historicism’s inter-discipline between different fields?  

• For New Historicism advocates a unstable, debatable even de-orthodoxy historical reconstruction from the literary works , how researchers set up the standard to evaluate the works?        
