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Introduction: The Novel of
History 1969-2005

In On Histories and Stories (2000), A.S. Byatt notes ‘the sudden flower-
ing of the historical novel in Britain’ in the post-war period (9). She
sees the newly reacquired seriousness of a genre that in the twentieth
century had largely been confined to escapist literature as a sign that
‘history’ has become ‘imaginable and important again’ (9). It is a
phenomenon that has not escaped the attention of other scholars
writing at the turn of the millennium, from a position, that is, of
retrospection analogous to that assumed by historical novelists.
Thus, Tony E. Jackson (1999) confidently claims that ‘the turn to his-
tory as a theme may be the definitive element in British fiction in the
last three decades’ (170), while Del Ivan Janik (1995) relates the ‘acute
consciousness of history and...sharp focus on its meanings or poten-
tial for meaning’ (161) in contemporary English novels to a reaction
against post-structuralist and postmodern arguments for the end of
history.

A visit to any bookshop will ascertain the truth of these claims for
the popularity of the historical novel, as fiction concerned with the
recuperation and representation of the past forms a significant pro-
portion of the volumes on the shelves and display tables, evidence
that the concern with history Byatt, Jackson and Janik identify has
persisted even beyond the millennial conditions which initially
invited a reflection on the past. Indeed, the genre’s reach has
expanded further than the experimental, self-referential works that
are the subject of these critics’ studies: the historical novels one
encounters in bookstores can in turn be sub-divided into ever nar-
rower categories among which crime, romance and adventure are
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easily detectable. The fact that these reproduce the best-selling genres
in fiction more generally is perhaps the most visible evidence of the
popularity of the historical novel amongst both authors and readers
and, in turn, this provides the clearest indication that there is a need
for a scholarly approach to the genre such as this study proposes, and
which aims to examine the late twentieth-century re-emergence of
the historical novel both contextually and theoretically. My investi-
gation of the contemporary British historical novel seeks to probe
the conditions for the initial recuperation and subsequent success of
the genre and to rely on the evidence provided by the texts to pursue
recurrent elements, from formal strategies to thematic convergences,
in novels published between 1969 and 2005. The year that marks the
earlier limit of my discussion saw the publication of John Fowles’s
The French Lieutenant’s Woman. This was the book that heralded the
revival of an interest in the Victorian period both for its persisting
influence on the present and for its psychological, social and cultural
distance from it. The latest novels I discuss, Ronan Bennett’s Havoc in
Its Third Year and Gregory Norminton's Ghost Portrait, turn their
attention from the social and cultural birth of modernity in the
nineteenth century to the political birth of the modern nation with
the English Civil War.

If the resulting analysis is to have any value in the light of the
sheer number of novels concerned with the representation of past
events, it is essential to establish some principles of selection and,
with them, a working definition of the contemporary historical
novel and a tentative theory of the genre. Selection, definition and
theoretical framework have proved the prime concern and the ultim-
ate downfall for scholars of the post-war historical novel. In Shadows
of the Past in Contemporary British Fiction (1984), David Leon Higdon
was among the first to remark on the attention to the past in post-
war fiction. Working within a framework that combines contextual
and literary-historical elements, he suggests that the difference
between modernist and post-war fiction rests on their respective atti-
tudes towards the past: where, for the former, history was ‘a night-
mare to be fled, ...an irrelevancy to be ignored’ (3), the latter aims to
engage with the ‘three major manifestations’ of the past, ‘memory,
tradition, and history’ (6). Higdon observes that what accompanies
and partly explains the contemporary British novel’s interest in the
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past is a ‘new sensibility’, whose defining trait is an emphasis on con-
tinuity (in contrast with modernist exhortations to break with what
preceded it) and a ‘recognition that the future is vitally related to the
past’ (7). This reference to a new sensibility is perceptive and, while
Higdon does not attempt to give it a name, later critics have had no
qualms, rightly or wrongly, in identifying it with postmodernism.
More problematic is his reliance on notions of continuity and dis-
continuity. While it may be true that modernist authors keenly felt
their programmatic break with the Victorian past, what contempor-
ary novelists long for is to re-establish the interrupted line with the
narrative forms of the nineteenth century bypassing their immedi-
ate predecessors, the modernists. They therefore create another line
interrupted at an alternative point and for aesthetically different rea-
sons. Questions of continuity and discontinuity are ultimately con-
tingent on the choice of which literary past it may be worth claiming
allegiance to, and which pronouncing the rejection of. Higdon'’s dif-
ficulties are largely a consequence of his desire for comprehensive-
ness, whose corollary is the conflation of the literary past (implied in
his mention of tradition) and the historical past, which, in turn, he
considers the prerogative of memory and the historical record
equally. As a result, his study comprises a large range of works broadly
concerned with the retrieval of, and engagement with, the past, but
it does not consistently explore the substantial differences in the
process of retrieval and in the nature of the engagement inherent in
whether the past is the site of direct or mediated experience, of mem-
ory or of history.

While these two forms of evocation of the past share the essential
quality of the retrospective articulation of events, only the latter
properly discloses the difficulties of gaining access to a reality that
is available only in textual form and always in part. One of the
defining characteristics of the historical novel as a recognisable
genre is precisely its complex relationship to the existing textual
records of the past, on the one hand, and to the competing represen-
tation of that past in the discipline of historiography, on the other.
In more recent studies, David Cowart and Margaret Scanlan draw
attention to the textual and imaginative dimension of the historical
novel’s narrative recreation of the past. In History and the Contemporary
Novel (1989), Cowart relates the ‘technical innovations in the novel’
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in the late twentieth century (1) to the historical novelists’ aware-
ness that ‘the past can only be known imaginatively’ (28), because
its accessible remains are fragmented, incomplete and contradictory.
Similarly, Scanlan’s Traces of Another Time (1990) is constructed on
the premise that ‘[tlhe contemporary English novel often empha-
sizes the difficulties of knowing the truth about the past’ because
the epistemological enterprise is limited in its scope and findings by
the inescapable ‘reliance on narratives’ (12). Her examination of the
persistence of the past into contemporary fiction concentrates on
what she calls ‘the contemporary skeptical historical novel’ (3). The
genre is defined by its awareness of the constructed and falsifying
nature of any comprehensive and coherent account of the past,
while its aim is precisely to reopen the gap that exists between the
event and its articulation in textual form. The result is a combin-
ation of estrangement from the actuality of the historical event and
narrative self-referentiality that is crucial to understanding the rela-
tionship between the contemporary historical novel and postmod-
ernism, even if the latter is not mentioned explicitly in either
study.

As was the case with Higdon’s ‘new sensibility’, Cowart and Scanlan
usefully point to a change in attitude towards the past since World
War II that sees a heightened interest in the events that shaped the
present and a concomitant resistance to accepting the version of that
past transmitted by official, already encoded history. However, again
like Higdon, the framework they establish for their discussion in fact
serves to widen rather than restrict the applicability of the term ‘his-
torical novel’. Thus, alongside his analysis of the nuances of the con-
temporary novel’s engagement with the past, Cowart includes a
section concerned with the representation of the future. While this
may illustrate the inherently historicising operation of narrative, it
also diverts the focus of his study from what is recognisable as a his-
torical novel, whether intuitively understood or rigorously theorised,
namely an imaginative representation of a period (and in some
instances a sequence of events) whose reality is confirmed by other
sources even if its experiential dimension is irretrievable and has to
be approximated by an act of the imagination. In other words, if it is
in the nature of the historical novel, like all fiction, to rely on inven-
tion, that process is always embarked on in relation to contiguous
textual engagements, academic as much as fictional, with the same
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historical setting. As Ann Rigney points out,

what defines the historical novel as a genre is precisely the inter-
play between invented story elements and historical ones. As
novels, they are written under the aegis of the fictionality con-
vention whereby the individual writer enjoys the freedom to
invent...a world “uncommitted to reality.” As historical novels,
however, they also link up with the ongoing collective attempts
to represent the past and invite comparison with what is already
known about the historical world from other sources. [...] They
are not “free-standing fictions” ..., they also call upon prior his-
torical knowledge, echoing and/or disputing other discourses
about the past. (2001: 19)

Scanlan is certainly aware of this productive interaction between
history and fiction, so that the novels she examines perform the role
of commentaries on historical situations at the same time as reimag-
ining them. However, her emphasis on the novel’s function as a self-
conscious contribution to the historical record leads Scanlan to
extend the definition of historical novel to works whose setting is
the very recent past and which indeed depict events whose outcome
and consequences are still indecipherable (most notably, in her case,
the fate of Northern Ireland in relation to the Union and the
Republic). This approach deprives the historical novel of its key for-
mal feature, retrospection, and with it of the dual temporal dimen-
sion in which the genre operates, the time of the writing (the present)
and the time of the setting (the past). It is precisely this double frame
of reference that permits the historical novel its claim to be ‘both an
entry into the past...and a coherent interpretation of that past from
a particular standpoint in the present’ (Fleishman 24). This is an
aspect hinted at in the subtitle of what is, by general consensus, the
first example of the genre, Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley, or ‘'tis sixty years
since (1813).

The gap of 60 years has particular relevance for the period of
Scottish history that forms the subject of Scott’s novel. However, it
can also be taken to signify a temporal distance beyond the reach of
the personal memory of the writer, and therefore requiring an
engagement with the sources that mediate the reality of the past for
consumption in the present, and yet it refers to a time not so distant
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as to have acquired romantic or legendary status. The retrospective
view to a time beyond direct experience forces the historical novelist
to confront the textual nature of the material at his or her disposal,
with the corollary lack of a comprehensive and unified image of the
past, and to acknowledge the imaginative leap from the fragmented
evidence to the finished representation of the period or events that
are the setting and subject of his or her work. At the same time, and
somewhat contradictorily, the elapsed time between the past of the
events and the present of their writing situates the author in a pos-
ition of privileged knowledge, in that he or she is aware of the out-
come of events and their effect on those events’ future, which is the
writer’s present. As a result, purely by virtue of its being written
retrospectively, a historical novel either contains in inchoate form or
outlines explicitly the workings of the historical process. What these
two aspects of retrospection reveal is the dual, or even paradoxical,
nature of historical fiction, tending towards a self-referential limita-
tion of its access to the object of representation, on the one hand,
and benefiting from the formal trappings of omniscience, on the
other. As I will argue in the following pages, this makes the historical
novel inherently metafictional and as such not only ideally receptive
to postmodernism’s positions on narrative, representation and know-
ledge but also supremely equipped to probe their validity. Indeed, it
is my contention that the historical novel is, at once, the genre where
postmodernism manifests itself most clearly and that where it proves
theoretically inadequate.

Cowart and Scanlan, then, dilute or obscure the salient features
that distinguish the historical novel and consciously neglect to
examine the genre’s relationship, in its contemporary incarnation,
with postmodernism. This is in spite of the fact that their work,
introducing such concepts as the ‘open, skeptical form’ of historical
representation (Scanlan 7) or ‘the technical license or opportunities’
afforded to it (Cowart 28), is clearly indebted to ideas on narrative,
representation and knowledge articulated by Hayden White in the
discipline of historiography, and Linda Hutcheon in literary theory
and criticism. White’s and Hutcheon’s theories are closely related
not only in their approach to their respective fields of enquiry but
also in the effects of their conclusions. White’s premise in Metahistory
(1973) is that the historical work is ‘most manifestly...a verbal struc-
ture in the form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a
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model, or icon, of past structures and processes in the interest of
explaining what they were by representing them’ (2, emphasis in the
original). By providing what is essentially a literary discussion of
notable examples of historiography, White seeks to draw the atten-
tion of the historian from the content of his or her work to its form,
challenging the purported objectivity and neutrality of narrative as
merely a carrier of prior and external meaning and instead fore-
grounding its role as a defining contributor to the generation of his-
torical meaning. This analysis, which relies on such literary-critical
interpretive strategies as discourse, form, representational modes
and figurative meaning, tends to narrow the substantive distance
between historical and fictional representation, to the extent that it
underlines the difference between events and their articulation in
narrative, between the knowledge acquired through scholarly
research and the presentation of that knowledge in persuasive,
authoritative and seemingly objective form. Although White in no
way denies the existence or even the accessibility of the past, his
approach points to the doubly mediated relationship between the
historian and his or her subject: not only are the events only avail-
able in textual form, they are in turn conveyed to readers by means
of another text, the historian’s own. The encoding thus taking place
(what White calls emplotment) employs techniques analogous to
those of fiction, in so far as

[tlhe historian arranges the events...into a hierarchy of signifi-
cance by assigning events different functions as story elements in
such a way as to disclose the formal coherence of a whole set of
events considered as a comprehensible process with a discernible
beginning, middle, and end. (7)

By foregrounding the artificial and inescapably ideological nature of
historical narrative, White deprives history of its self-constituted dis-
tinction with respect to fiction (and it is worth noting that the formu-
lation of this distinction coincided with the emergence of the figure
of the professional historian at a time, the early nineteenth century,
that also marked the first recognisable examples of historical fiction),
namely its claim to truthfulness. In this climate, contemporary his-
torical fiction can ambitiously aspire to granting imaginative appre-
hension of the past just as effectively as historiography.
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The questioning of the very notion of historical truth, the insistence
that historical knowledge is always textually mediated, and the recog-
nition of the ideological component of all narratives are precisely the
elements that Hutcheon identifies in A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988)
as characteristic of the postmodern attitude towards representation
and narrative generally, and historical representation and narrative
particularly. Indeed, her claim that postmodernism disrupts such ‘cul-
tural and social assumptions’ as ‘origins and ends, unity, totalization,
logic and reason, consciousness and human nature, progress and fate,
representation and truth, ... causality and temporal homogeneity, lin-
earity, and continuity’ (86) confronts the enduring legacy of the
Enlightenment and of nineteenth century historicism. It is no coinci-
dence that these are the very systems of thought that provided the
philosophical underpinning for the historical novel at the time of its
first emergence as an identifiable genre. It is therefore not surprising
that Hutcheon should trace the literary manifestation of these post-
modern concerns to what is, for her, a new kind of historical novel, for
which she coins the term ‘historiographic metafiction’ (5). The label
denotes ‘novels which are both intensely self-reflexive and yet para-
doxically also lay claim to historical events and personages’ (5).
Historiographic metafiction preserves its generic roots in the work of
Scott and other nineteenth-century practitioners, but precisely
because of this clear genealogical connection it can operate a more
thorough disruption of the genre’s representational assumptions. In
other words, the genre that most directly owed the underlying prin-
ciples of its practice to the Enlightenment and nineteenth-century
historicism is used effectively to undermine their epistemological
assumptions and ontological certainties in the late twentieth-century
postmodern context. Hutcheon hails the new form as having restored
history to its rightful place at the core of novelistic practice, but of a
novel which, by the constant attention it pays to its own ontological
and epistemnological status, calls into question the very possibility of
knowing the past in any reliable way and of representing it as a coher-
ent narrative.

I welcome the challenge, implicit in Hutcheon’s approach to her
subject, to the widespread and reductive description of postmodern-
ism as a phenomenon whose defining feature is an a-historical con-
sumption of all representations, all placed equally on a plane that
has only surfaces and no depths, only presents and no diachronic
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perceptions, only prices and no values. If, as even its critics recog-
nise, postmodernism deals in narratives (whether we call them fabu-
lation or metafiction), then it also deals with time, since any narrative
encompasses a process of temporal unfolding purely by virtue of its
congenital structure of beginning, middle and end. And time, in rela-
tion to the unfolding of events, is also the subject of historiography
and historical fiction. However, in her eagerness to emphasise the
novelty of historiographic metafiction Hutcheon ignores the fact that
a self-referential dimension can be detected in the earliest examples
of the historical novel and, in so far as she does not insist on the sig-
nificance of the recuperation of the conventions of a Victorian genre
for contemporary purposes, she misses an opportunity to further
confirm the interest in the literary past of postmodern fiction.
Similarly, by discussing side by side and with few concessions to their
individuality novels that align themselves with very different national
literary traditions, her work risks replicating the assumptions of the
primacy of surface connections and presentness she seeks to refute, at
the expense of a historically informed examination of contemporary
historical fiction. These unexplored paths, if followed, lead to an
examination of the specific literary and cultural conditions for the
recuperation of the historical novel in Britain within a nationally
inflected appropriation of postmodernism.

A degree of metafictionality is inherent in the historical novel qua
historical novel. On a purely formal level, in fact, the historical novel
makes literal the historicising dimension of narrative. The use of
verbs in the past tense as the basic starting point for the temporal
architecture of any narrative is, for the majority of novels and cer-
tainly for realist ones, a convention and artifice designed to imply
the meaningful closure of retrospective (i.e. historical) knowledge by
mimicking it formally. Thus, although the action and events the nar-
rative relates may be in the present, their rendition by means of the
past tense grants them a degree of fulfilment and inherent signifi-
cance they would not otherwise possess: ‘plotting presupposes and
requires that an end will bestow upon the whole duration and mean-
ing’, so that ‘that which was conceived of as simply successive
becomes charged with past and future’ (Kermode 46). In other words,
the organisation of narrative into a beginning, middle and end con-
structs a textual temporality which imitates the temporality of events
in the real world and also complements the actual temporality of the
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reading experience. As Peter Brooks (1984) puts it, while it is true that
when reading a narrative ‘we realize the action progressively, seg-
ment by segment, as a kind of present in terms of our experience of
it’, we do so ‘precisely in anticipation of its larger hermeneutic struc-
turing by conclusions’ (23). By its very nature, on the other hand, in
the historical novel the formal conventions of narrative representa-
tion (the grammatical past tense) and the actual position in time of
the object of representation (events in the past) coincide. What was a
constructed retrospective understanding confined to a narrative
domain becomes in the historical novel actual hindsight guaranteed
by the passing of real, not just narrative, time beyond the confines of
the narrative. In other words, although the form the narrative of a
historical novel takes may be identical to that of any novel, the
awareness that that form corresponds more closely to the relation-
ship between events and their appearance in the novel alters the
perception of that relationship. The result is an attenuated conscious-
ness of the formally codified traits of narrative representation and
the greater impact of the impression of reality, even if this is a some-
what paradoxical outcome in view of the inevitably more substantial
contribution of the imagination to the recreation of the past rather
than to the reproduction of the present.

What emerges from this description is a close formal connection
between the historical novel and the realist novel. The addition of a
formal link between realism and historical fiction complements the
socio-economic points of contact in their genesis, which were first
outlined in Georg Lukacs’s The Historical Novel (1937). Lukacs’s ana-
lysis, among the earliest attempts to understand the historical novel
as a genre within a theoretical framework, is particularly interesting
for the approach this study takes to the contemporary British histor-
ical novel, because it allows for a national specificity in the experi-
ence of history and in the search for a form that can accurately
convey that experience. He draws a connection between England'’s
‘post-revolutionary’ (21) condition in the early nineteenth century,
which he contrasts with that of France and other European coun-
tries, and the attention of ‘the great social novel[s]’ to ‘the con-
crete...significance of time and place, to social conditions and so on’
(21). These, in turn, led the novelists of the time to the moulding of
‘the realistic, literary means of expression for portraying this spatio-
temporal (i.e. historical) character of people and circumstances’ (21).
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Initially, however, realist novels envisage history in synchronic
terms, that is to say they concentrate on what makes the period in
which the action takes place, be it the present or the past, particular
to itself. It is only when the novelist is confronted with the visible
impact of history on an identifiable mass and tries to understand
what is happening by narrating it that the historical novel in its
proper sense comes into existence: its subject is the process that
causes the transition from one historical period or coherent set of
beliefs to another and marks the connection between them. Therefore
historical novels are ‘an attempt to prove that man and his society
develop as part of a process which includes and envelops the present’
(Sanders 11). In the case of Scott, whom Lukacs heralds as the first
author whose novels can properly be called historical, this moment
of historicising insight occurred when he witnessed the gradual but
inexorable disappearance of the Highlands way of life at the hands of
the ever-expanding bourgeois modernity of commerce and money.

Lukacs goes on to assert that the example of Scott’s fiction gave
voice and at the same contributed to the middle classes’ understand-
ing of themselves as historical subjects, a trait which is pursued in
the realist novels of the mid-Victorian period to the extent that there
is no real substantive difference between the two genres:

The ultimate principles are in either case the same. And they flow
from a similar aim: the portrayal of a total context of social life,
be it present or past, in narrative form. [...] The classical historical
novel arose out of the social novel and, having enriched and
raised it to a higher level, passed back into it. (Lukacs 242)

Shaw specifies what that enrichment consisted of, arguing that it is
the example of the historical novel that ‘made a sense of history
part of the cultural mainstream and hence available to novels in
general, not simply to historical novels’ (22). Lukdcs’s statement in
particular suggests two important observations concerning the
recovered academic and popular success of the historical novel in
the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, one contextual
and one literary.

The traditional form of realism as it had evolved from the experi-
ment of historical fiction is no longer a satisfactory means of expres-
sion of identity for the middle classes at a historical moment such as



