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My lectures reviewed hermeneutics in the field of literature, in particular, in the
literature of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Britain. Since the emergence of
post-modern criticism, various hermeneutic interpretations have been presented to the
studies of English literature in the period. My first lecture mapped out the general
outline of hermeneutic literary criticism, starting with Biblical interpretations and
leading up to Jacques Derrida and Hans-Georg Gadamer. A special emphasis was laid
upon how these hermeneutic theories emerged in modern European philosophy, in
particular, in the writings of Friedrich D. E. Shleiermarcher. I then moved on to
explored how these theories have been applied to interpretations of English Romantic
Literature for the past forty years.

A few interesting model cases of hermeneutic literary interpretations were
discussed in my subsequent lectures. My second lecture excavated the muddled
responses in Britain to the outbreak of the French Revolution. Richard Price’s view of
the revolution as a repetition of the 1688 Glorious Revolution in Britain provoked a

furious criticism of Edmund Burke, who saw it as a dangerous threat to socio-political



and socio-economical order under the monarchical system. Their dispute was followed
by more than ninety attacks and counter-attacks between radicals and pro-Burkean
anti-Jacobins. The controversy was concerned not only with interpretations of the
political incident in France, but also with interpretations of political discourses on the
basis of variegated views on the revolution. I attempted to show how the hermeneutic
theory can be applied to examine these seemingly chaotic discourses on the French
Revolution.

My third lecture took up parodies in the Romantic age. In the 1980s, Gérard
Genette showed the mode and significance of parodies from a post-modern viewpoint. |
suggested that parodies encompass not merely rhetorical and discursive distortions of
the original text, but also political satires and social critiques of the original text, which
the readers are expected to unravel and enjoy on their own footings. The hermeneutic
circle can be considered as the essential feature of such interpretations of parodies both
among the contemporary readers and among the readers in different periods. Taking up
some examples including parodies of William Wordsworth’s poems, the lecture
observed that people have read different messages and meanings at a different time of
history and in a different cultural context.

My final lecture was supposed to discuss— but it did not take place because of
students’ absence—how senses of history were created through hermeneutic
interpretations of the French Revolutionin. I was planning to focus on the reportages by
Helen Maria Williams, a dissenting female writer who migrated to France in 1790.
From 1791 until her death in 1827, she continued to offer people in Britain eye-witness
accounts of the ongoing process of the Revolution and its aftermath. Through her
discourses, she kept revising her initial idealistic view on the revolution and
repositioning herself in the ever-changing political milieu. Her serial Letters from
France, in particular, are products of her ceaseless and unsuccessful attempts to review
and reinterpret historical meanings of the Revolution. They thereby provide an

interesting case of a hermeneutic interpretation in the literary context.
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