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What difference has the Making Publics Project (MaPs) made
to your work, and your life, as a PhD student?
I am a graduate student in English, currently writing a thesis
entitled “Moveable Text: Literary Realism and Representations
of Motion in Early Modern Britain.” The Making Publics proj-
ect is an exciting research opportunity for me because the group of scholars emulates the
networks of shared knowledge it actively studies. Researchers at McGill and other univer-
sities, encompassing a range of scholarly fields, have assembled to investigate the ways
in which early modern individuals created voluntary communities in an age marked by
new discoveries and technologies as well as by ancient texts and ideas. Such forms of asso-
ciation are reflected in the variety of approaches employed by the MaPs project: members
can meet face-to-face through workshops, colloquia, and annual meetings, which are
complemented by sustained electronic communication. In my role as a Graduate Student
Associate with the group, I have presented my research at the “Printing and its Publics
in Early Modern Italy” workshop in Florence, and participated in the “Making Publics in
Interregnum England” summer seminar. In such settings, MaPs provides a strong example
of professional collegiality, lively debate, interdisciplinarity, and collaborative research. As
part of this community, I have access to a group of scholars from various fields with wide-
ranging research projects, who are willing to share their expertise. Rare indeed is the aca-
demic context wherein a graduate student would know exactly whom to contact with
questions like “How did armillary spheres work and who owned them?” or “What were
common emblems in Renaissance portraiture?” MaPs stands as a model of talking across
disciplinary boundaries, which I find especially valuable at this stage of my academic
career. The proof of the impact of the MaPs project is that it challenges and shapes the
questions I ask in my own research, and my dissertation will be stronger because of it.
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Has the MaPs project changed your research?
My initial engagement with the MaPs project came at a time
when I was already engaged in on-going research of my
own. The question for me was to see if, how, when, and in
what form the trajectory of my own work might (or might

not) coincide with the trajectory of the project as it developed. Where would the
two meet, if at all, and how would one impact the other? When MaPs was formed
I was well along on a project having to do with what I called “civic” portraits in Early
Modern England: portraits of institutional officials, benefactors, founders and so forth,
commissioned by civic bodies, and displayed in the halls of civic institutions. I had
conceptualized this hitherto unrecognized breed of portrait, and was well advanced in
the research and early drafts. I had not, however, thought of my project in terms of the
public sphere, or with the concept of publics. As befits my training as an historian (and
perhaps my age!) my work is empirically, rather then theoretically, based. I was neither
well read in nor particularly comfortable with the kinds of critical theory that turned out
to drive the MaPs project. But these trajectories did meet in the sense that MaPs discus-
sions enabled me to ask new questions about my subject, and to incorporate several
MaPs-derived questions at least to some extent into the final version of the book. Now
that the book is just out (The Face of the City; Civic Portraits and Civic Identity in Early
Modern England), I can continue my research into the social and economic context
of portraiture in ways that address more directly some of the issues raised by MaPs. I
have now done so in the form of four or five completed essays written over the past year,
two in collaboration with MaPs colleagues. I am still not as immersed in critical theory
as most MaPs folk are, but the trajectories of my own work and the project are more
closely aligned than before, and promise to remain so for some time to come.
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ORO: How has the MCRI affected your path
as a scholar?
YACHNIN: I now have the answer to the big
question and I expect to keep working on it
for the rest of my career. When I started
off as a PhD student, it was the heyday of the
new historicism, influenced by French post-
constructionist theory. I wasn’t happy with it.
It didn’t seem to be historical enough.
And in my first publication I said just that. I
wasn’t alone. So people said to me and people
like me, “Fine, what is the political dimen-
sion? If they’re wrong, how will you find out?
Make a time machine and go back and poll
the audience?” I couldn’t quite work out how
to do it. You can’t just find the answers in
the archive. You have to have a theoretical
model. If you don’t have a theoretical model
to bring to the archive then the archive will
bury you. What I have found over the last
four years or so is the theory that I can bring
to the archives. So last year I wrote a paper
called “Hamlet and the Social Thing” and
what it says is: “We can begin to discern the
existence of a theatrical public by following
the trajectory of Hamlet as a thing.” So
I’m talking about Hamlet in performance,
I’m talking about little bits of text that spin
off into the textual universe of early modern
England; into contemporary letters where
you find “to be or not to be, that’s a good
question,” into texts that pick up bits of
Hamlet, and into plays that make fun of him.
This is beginning to adumbrate a space for
discussion. At first it’s a discussion about
Hamlet, but it doesn’t stop there. It’s also
political at the institutional level. Other play-
wrights are saying “Shakespeare is an elitist.
Hamlet is an elitist play. We think it’s kind of
stupid …” So there is a political critique
going on of Shakespeare’s theatre. We don’t
need to go back in time and interview
the audience to find out whether it’s political.
Things have social agency according to this
model. The text of Hamlet as a social agent is
making a difference. I can now talk about the
public of the theatre without counting heads.
This is very exciting and I expect to work

on these and related ideas for
the rest of my life as
a scholar.

Paul Yachnin and the
MaPs team at the 2007

Midterm Site Review for
their MCRI award.
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