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			Introduction

			The Romance of History among Waverley’s Descendants

		

		
			In historical fiction, the ancestor of the modern novel reasserts itself as a living genre: historical fiction is romance, not a descendant of it. History and fiction, the categories that traditionally have been thought to derive from the prose and verse romances of the classical, medieval, and early modern periods, are fused again, fleshing out the historical record and imbuing it with emotion, personal experience, motivation, and the realism normally thought to be the purview of the novel. In this study, the action of embodying history, whether through the unexpressed motivations of historical characters, the insertion of fictional characters in historical events, or the intersection of past with present or realism with fantasy, is called “romancing.” Like the romances of the past, historical fiction does not hesitate to assign feelings and introspection to historical figures; romancing history allows writers to move into the grey spaces where the historical record is incomplete, fill in the gaps, and speculate on the secrets of the heart. Unlike the old romances, however, modern historical narratives are held to higher standards of historical accuracy and novelistic realism: while readers can contemplate the participation of a completely fictional character in the events of the French Revolution or the court of Charles II, they are less likely to be receptive to the reinstatement of Louis XVI or a child born to King Charles and Queen Catherine, nor are twenty-year-long courtships contemplated without the aging of both parties. Modern readers want to experience the strangeness of the past as if they were themselves part of it.

			This book is called Descendants of Waverley because, while I do not consider Walter Scott the inventor of historical fiction, he is the first writer of historical fiction, or historical romance as he referred to it, to theorize it as a genre. In his prefaces and annotations to his own works, his Encyclopedia Britannica entry on “Romance,” and the prefaces he supplied for Ballantyne’s Novelist’s Library, he explicates the concerns of the genre, including the creation of authenticity, the need for accessibility, and the tension between the familiar and the strange, that continue to be relevant today. At the same time, he does not ever claim to be creating a new “Species of writing . . . hitherto unattempted in our language,” as Henry Fielding does in the preface to Joseph Andrews;1 he makes clear in these same critical works that he realizes his work has an ancestry, in regional novels, especially those of Maria Edgeworth, in the mixture of history and romance in Daniel Defoe’s texts, and in the flowering of romance in Gothic fiction, particularly in Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto. 

			The critical work on which this study builds examines in depth the predecessors of Scott’s novels and his debts to them, and together they provide a nuanced picture of the complexity of his literary influences. By extending the literary context beyond the British novel to Europe, especially France, Richard Maxwell, in The Historical Novel in Europe, 1650–1950, demonstrates that the characteristics of Scott’s novels, including our sense of the “inundations of time,” originated long before Waverley’s appearance in 1814. While I disagree with the position that Scott’s version of the historical novel has disappeared in the twentieth century, I concur with his point that the strong pedagogical impulse that propelled much of Scott’s writing continues today in the young adult novel. Anne H. Stevens’s critical work, British Historical Fiction before Scott, provides evidence culled from a thorough reading of texts described variously as “romances,” “histories,” and “historical romances” that Scott’s approach to the romance of history has its origins in eighteenth-century fiction. Her argument that historical fiction is an offshoot of Gothic fiction reflects Scott’s admiration for Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto as an engagement with the history and customs of the past. In The French Revolution Debate and the British Novel, 1790–1814, Morgan Rooney reveals Scott’s transformation of the Jacobin and anti-Jacobin novels of the 1790s into his more nuanced, ambivalent discussions of power and social transformation in the Waverley Novels. Other critics, especially Ina Ferris, Fiona Robertson, and Katie Trumpener, look at Scott’s appropriation of the literary forms available to him in the context of his historical moment, including Gothic, regional, and nationalist fiction and bardic poetry, in the process transforming them into a genre that was “rescued” from the perceived “unhealthiness” of Gothic fiction into a more “manly” form. Most of these studies deal in some fashion with the struggle for the authority of particular ways of understanding and writing history, which Ruth Mack identifies as a territory contested in the late eighteenth century by history and literature, with their competing claims for historicity.2 In overtly joining history with fiction, and historiographical modes, including sources and footnotes, with character development and plot, Scott harnessed the cultural forces around him with the available literary forms to carve out generic space for what he calls the “historical romance,” what we think of as the historical novel. 

			Ian Duncan, in Scott’s Shadow, and Ann Rigney, in The Afterlives of Walter Scott, show the overwhelming influence of Scott in his own period and afterward, in fiction and in popular culture. For Duncan, the shadow extends backward and forward, shading both Scott’s contemporaries and the writers who followed him. Rigney traces his influence in popular and material culture, in operas, place names, tourism, and porcelains. Avrom Fleishman, whose 1971 analysis, The English Historical Novel: Walter Scott to Virginia Woolf, assumes the older historiography of Scott as founder of the genre, takes the historical novel into the twentieth century, but only just, because he argues that there had been no significant productions in the genre since Virginia Woolf’s Orlando. Amy J. Elias, in Sublime Desire, pulls it into the late twentieth century and the postmodern novel, at the same time seeking to discount Scott’s work by showing how the metahistorical romance is significantly different from Scott’s novels.3 While I do not argue for a direct influence of Scott on contemporary historical fiction, in the mode of the sources-and-analogues methodology, I seek to demonstrate that the form that Scott named and shaped continues to be influential to this day. The comparison I use is genealogy, the family resemblance that shapes us regardless of our knowledge, or lack of knowledge, of our remote ancestors. Thus, today’s historical novelists are Waverley’s descendants, not followers or imitators of Scott.

			At the same time, the study is another chapter in the history of the novel more broadly, a history that continues to be contested, revised, and rewritten from one generation of scholars to the next. Three significant milestones in this history especially relevant to the connection between historical novels and romance are Michael McKeon’s Origins of the English Novel, 1660–1740 (1987), J. Paul Hunter’s Before Novels (1990), and Margaret Anne Doody’s The True Story of the Novel (1996).4 These critics describe three very different relationships between the romance and the development of the novel. McKeon traces a seventeenth-century evolution from the romance, which combined private relationships with historical settings, into two genres, historiography (historicity) and the novel (private lives and eventually realism). Hunter denies any direct line from romance to novel and instead indicates the way that other prose forms, such as life writing and spiritual biography, shaped the fiction. Doody argues for complete continuity from what is called the romance in classical times to the modern novel, evident in the tropes that she identifies throughout the genre’s history. These three critics have shaped my thinking about romance as an operative feature of historical fiction. Janice Radway’s sociological study, Reading the Romance, has been an invaluable aid in linking “Romance” as a literary form and mode with “romance” as it is popularly used to describe a particular kind of genre fiction.5 

			In order to search out the resonances of the term “romance” as it would be familiar to Scott, I have drawn on the writing of the earliest theorizers of the novel, beginning with William Congreve’s preface to Incognita and working forward to William Godwin’s “Of History and Romance,”6 and Anna Laetitia Barbauld’s introduction to the fifty-volume British Novelists series. There is by no means any unity of opinion on the term; in fact, some writers like Clara Reeve use “novel” and “romance” interchangeably on occasion, and Gothic fiction is usually referred to as “romance.” Scott also uses “romance” in varied and apparently contradictory ways. But the very amorphous nature of the term makes it appropriate for a genre that was hybrid from the start and becomes increasingly slippery as it develops, so that today’s historical fiction may also participate in other genres as well, such as biography and detective fiction. John Frow’s article, “Rubrics, Reproducibles, and Everything You Need,” has been particularly helpful in providing me with a framework in which to discuss the hybridity of the historical novel in all its overlapping subgenres.7 

			Much of the early theorizing of the novel is contained in the prefaces and periodical writing of the eighteenth century. Fielding’s prefaces and introductory chapters to Joseph Andrews and Tom Jones, and Mary Davys’s preface to her Works and The Reform’d Coquet, for example, provide important evidence of how they viewed the genre they participated in developing. Scott, especially in the General Introduction to the Magnum Edition of the Waverley Novels (1829), but also in his other writing, is very clearly defining the genre. I have made the same assumption about the paratextual and reflective writing of contemporary novelists. There is no clearer demonstration of how seriously the twenty-first-century historical novelist takes the need for historical accuracy than the acknowledgments and bibliographies that they attach to their novels. Equally revealing is the reflective writing that many of them have done, in newspapers, magazines, essay collections, interviews, and lecture series. Just as we look to eighteenth-century prefaces as the frontline in the early history of the novel in English, so these pieces are the foundation of any examination of novel writing in the twenty-first century. In the same manner, I have found contemporary book reviews as valuable as those of eighteenth-century novels in their own period for indicating the current critical opinion of historical fiction. Peter Green’s two reviews of Mary Renault’s work in the New York Review of Books, in 1979 and 1982, with their emphasis on Renault’s exceptional status as a writer of accomplished novels that just happen to be historical fiction, illuminate the low literary value of the genre in the third quarter of the twentieth century more vividly than academic commentary.8

			This book is divided into three parts. The first frames the critical conversation with an examination of the influence of Walter Scott and an explication of the concept of the “romance of history.” The second considers intertextuality, both literary and visual, as one of the most significant strategies by which writers achieve the authenticity that is foundational to the development of historical romance. The final part examines the ways in which the genre has branched out since the early nineteenth century into multiple subgenres. Each chapter, while drawing on a range of novels to illustrate the argument, includes close examinations of representative texts. 

			Part I, “Walter Scott and the Romance of History,” contains two chapters. Chapter 1, “Walter Scott and Contemporary Historical Fiction, or ’Tis Two Hundred Years Since,” establishes the critical language used in the book. Drawing its title from a rewriting of Scott’s subtitle to Waverley, it reveals the source of the book’s title in a chance comment by Scott to his publisher, in which he refers to the Waverley Novels as “Waverley and his progeny.” I have extended this genealogical reference to become a controlling metaphor in the book, a method of seeing Scott’s influence as being implicit rather than explicit in contemporary historical fiction. The chapter establishes the joint tensions between authenticity and accessibility and between the familiar and the strange as the elements that make up the romance of history in Scott’s work and the novels that follow him. I address the changing fortunes of historical fiction, from its reputation’s nadir at the time Fleishman was writing to its present prestige in literary fiction. This turn of fortune is linked to the concept of “history we can use,” employed by writers and consumed by readers. This use of history is another link with Scott’s purposes for writing historical romance. The chapter ends with a close reading of Iain Pears’s An Instance of the Fingerpost and his use of early modern science to achieve authenticity in his depiction of Oxford in the early days of the Royal Society, a period that is both familiar and deeply strange in its desires and approaches to the natural world.

			Chapter 2, “The Romance of History,” uses the earliest theorizing about the novel and twentieth-century critical writing to tease out the meaning in Scott’s use of the word “romance” to describe his novels. Scott’s entry on “Romance” for the Encyclopedia Britannica follows the standard narrative: he assigns the term to the prose narratives of the classical period and the tales of chivalry in prose and verse. Like Clara Reeve (The Progress of Romance, 1783) and others, he considers the French fictions of the seventeenth century to be qualitatively different from their predecessors; the “new” romance, unlike the “old,” has more psychological realism in reaction to the changing tastes of readers. Again, like commentators beginning with Congreve (Incognita, 1692) he considers the romance to have been superseded by the novel, which is preferable because of its closer resemblance to modern life. 

			The standard dichotomy—novel/romance—is complicated and undermined by his other writing, in which he applies the term “romance” to texts included in Ballantyne’s Novelist’s Library, narratives that he and his publisher also consider to be novels, as he does the Waverley Novels. This term is most frequently applied to Gothic novels and early historical fiction, including Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year. In this apparent discrepancy he is in company with Reeve and other commentators; other critics of the novel in the late eighteenth century use the terms “novel” and “romance” interchangeably for any form of prose fiction, and are particularly likely to call a narrative a “romance” when disparaging it. From this collection of contradictory forms of usage, romance emerges as an enhanced, emotionally heightened depiction of a time, place, or character, the locus where history meets the urge to create fiction.

			The chapter ends with a discussion of two different novels as exemplars of the use of romance. Sophia Lee’s The Recess (1783–1785) is an important precursor to the historical fictions of the nineteenth century, not least because it predates Scott and therefore in the traditional historiography could not be considered a historical novel. For much of its history, it has been referred to as a Gothic novel, when it has been mentioned at all. But it is clearly a form of historical fiction, although its standards of authenticity would call its status into question today. Nonetheless, in positing a set of twin daughters born to Mary, Queen of Scots, and the Duke of Norfolk it has a clear claim to historicity, and in its portrayal of the court of Elizabeth I, it is an ancestor of the contemporary fascination with the Tudors. In the second novel, Rose Tremain’s Restoration, subtitled A Novel of the Seventeenth Century, the period itself is a major character in the book; history becomes protagonist, and characters are categorized by how closely they reflect the age in which they live.

			Part II, “Creating Authenticity through Intertextuality,” examines the use of texts and images to ground the sense of period and to open out meaning in historical fiction. Chapter 3, “Intertextuality and Authenticity: The Art of the Significant Reference,” refers to connections among texts, apparently chance references in novels to poems, plays, fictions, and other texts of the period in which the narrative takes place. Drawing on both convincing and unconvincing references, and thus distinguishing between genuine, effective intertextuality on one hand and simple list-making and throwaway references on the other, this chapter shows how revelatory the judicious choice of a character’s reading material can be. The chapter argues that an effective textual reference always rewards readers’ efforts to uncover it, although chasing quotations is not a necessary component to enjoying the text. The discussion includes the use of Virgil’s Aeneid, first in Waverley, and then in modern historical fiction that recognizes the centrality of Virgil to an understanding of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century culture. The exemplary text in this chapter is Barry Unsworth’s Sacred Hunger. Unsworth’s use of The Tempest, both William Shakespeare’s play and the John Dryden/William Davenant adaptation, The Enchanted Island, in his novel of family rivalry and the slave trade is illuminating, adept, and authentic to the mid-eighteenth-century period in which the novel is set.

			Chapter 4, “The Picture in the Parlor: History Painting, Portraiture, and the Romance of History,” treats history painting as a form of text that is employed for authenticating a period and fleshing out its characters. The “picture in the parlor” is the portrait of Waverley and Fergus that is hanging in the dining-room at Tully-Veolan at the end of Waverley; I argue that it is as much history painting as portrait, and is reflective of Scott’s period in its depiction of the central figures in modern dress, although Highland plaids were closely associated with older, clan-based societies and therefore a kind of classical garb. Susan Sontag’s The Volcano Lover is important here, given that its central characters are a collector, a model, and a hero whose exploits are recorded in history paintings. I also discuss the use of Hieronymous Bosch’s painting The Visit of the Magi as surrogate portrait in Jane Stevenson’s The Winter Queen, and Thomas Lawrence’s portrait of Eliza Farren in Life Mask by Emma Donoghue. As with the use of conventional intertextuality, knowledge of the actual paintings is not a prerequisite for understanding these texts; it is not even necessary that they exist for them to play their parts in developing character, plot, and sense of period. Sophia Lee’s The Recess contains descriptions of portraits that do not actually exist, but that are crucial to the narrative. But the reader who seeks out the real images is rewarded by both a deeper appreciation of the text and a reassurance of its authenticity.

			The final part, “The Metamorphosis of the Historical Romance,” takes its image and its epigraph to the initial chapter from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. In Ovid’s epic, the shape of the tales reflects their content; as bodies are transformed, the stories morph into other stories without a conclusive break. Novels reflect not only doubleness—historical/detective fiction or biographical/historical fiction—but multiplicity: detective/romance/historical fiction, for example. Frow’s approach to genre is particularly important in this section; using the image of the drop-down menu, he argues that genres are not fixed categories, but shift according to historical period and cultural expectation. Ivanhoe need not be categorically fixed as a historical novel; in other contexts it can be included in discussions of Gothic fiction or the Romantic novel. Chapter 5 considers the idea of variety of form in a broad sense, while the remaining two chapters concentrate on two increasingly common subgenres, the biographical novel and historical fantasy.

			In chapter 5, “Bodies Changed into Other Bodies: Variety of Forms in Contemporary Historical Fiction,” I consider the expanding view of what constitutes historical fiction and the proliferation of subgenres with specific emphasis on three: the embedded narrative, the historical detective novel, and young adult fiction. The embedded narrative contains two intertwining plots, one in the past and one in the present, and is thus different from a frame narrative, like The Scarlet Letter, where the present is contained in the material at the beginning and end of the text and the historical material rests inside it. An embedded narrative generally has some form of talismanic object, a portrait, a journal, a letter, a book, that ties the two narratives together; the object is generally produced in the past and researched in the present. Often, the two plots mirror each other, as characters in past and present have parallel experiences or visit the same places in different centuries. Because the connections so often involve research, the characters are very likely to be academics, making this subgenre a candidate for inclusion in the academic novel genre. These categories are not meant to be tidy, because the history of the novel is decidedly messy. The most famous of all the embedded narratives is A. S. Byatt’s Possession, which I include along with Byatt’s concept of “ventriloquism.” I also discuss Susan Swan’s What Casanova Told Me, Stevenson’s Astraea trilogy which, taken as a whole, becomes an embedded narrative, and Christi Phillips’s The Rossetti Letter. In discussing the historical detective novel I analyze two series, Jacqueline Winspear’s Maisie Dobbs and the Shardlake novels by C.J. Sansom. 

			Richard Maxwell points out that the Scottian version of historical fiction, which he believes to have been superseded in the present by other approaches, continues in juvenile fiction; Scott’s novels, especially Ivanhoe, were long recommended to youthful readers. Even when it was considered to be of questionable literary value, the historical novel was used for pedagogical purposes. Rosemary Sutcliff is not included in Maxwell’s study, but her work contains all the hallmarks of historical fiction in the classic Scottian mode: fictional characters participate in historical events such as battles, become subject to conquering powers (the Saxons and the Normans), and rub shoulders with historical persons. She is particularly adept at evoking a sense of place that is both familiar and strange—Yorkshire in the era of the Vikings or Bath at the end of the Roman period. The chapter ends with an extended analysis of Pears’s Stone’s Fall, a novel that is complex in every sense, in its chronology, narrative structure, character development, and relationship to realism. I describe it as “history/romance/embedded narrative/detective/fantasy/bildungsroman/Gothic;” it brings together most of the genres and influences I include in the book.

			Chapter 6, “The Biographical Romance,” concentrates on a subgenre that Scott specifically eschewed; he was reluctant to name Rob Roy after a historical character because he was concerned that readers would come to it with prejudicial preconceptions. In recent years, however, it has become one of the most popular of all the varieties of historical fiction. Critical opinion has made an about-face since Fleishman declared that a historical character could never be the protagonist of a historical novel because known historical people are exceptional, and the historical novel concerns itself with the experience of common people in momentous historical events.9 This chapter looks at several historical figures who are central to historical novels although not necessarily protagonists, including Anne Damer (Life Mask by Emma Donoghue) and Aphra Behn (The Shadow King by Jane Stevenson). The chapter concludes with an extended analysis of Sir William Hamilton, who, although he is the least known of the famous ménage à trois, is the central, titular character in The Volcano Lover.

			The final chapter, “The Historical Novel at Play,” looks at a recent development, the historical fantasy. In this form, the conventional fictional characters who are interpolated into historical events are as likely to be wizards and revenants as feckless young Englishmen. The historical fantasy, while a natural outgrowth of romance, represents a real departure from the Waverley Novels, with the possible exception of The Black Dwarf. These novels nonetheless display all the usual elements of historical fiction, being firmly placed in a specific historical setting and location and filled with authentic details of the culture. Some of them are definitely ludic in tone, for example, David Liss’s The Twelfth Enchantment and Julian Barnes’s A History of the World in 10½ Chapters, and some are very serious, especially Lisa See’s Peony in Love. Annabel Lyon’s The Sweet Girl combines a serious portrayal of a woman’s life in ancient Greece with comic moments and is a comedy in the classic sense of ending with a marriage that restores order. These last two novels employ fantasy in ways that Scott approved when discussing Gothic fiction; they use the authentic beliefs of the Chinese and Greek cultures in which the novels are set to intensify the sense of the strange. Susanna Clarke’s Jonathan Strange and Mr Norrell takes authenticity beyond the content of the text to the form of the book, which resembles a nineteenth-century popular novel in typeface, typography, and illustrations. The embedded narrative in this text, a history of the Raven King, is treated as “true” history with extended footnotes.

			I end with Barnes’s novel because it is at once a spoof on the entire enterprise of writing novels and history and a brilliant encapsulation of all the elements I include in this study. In arguing that it is finally love that shapes history, he returns to the premise of the earliest romances. He uses a self-reflexive intertextuality in which many of the references are backward to other sections of his book, incorporates not just a description of a history painting but the painting itself, embeds a narrative that is in fact taking place in the present, and so on. The least likely components are actually true, like the astronaut who becomes a born-again Christian and goes searching for the ark. The stories he tells are both familiar and strange; the text is both very funny and very serious. 

			Ivanhoe and Rosemary Sutcliff’s The Lantern Bearers are very close relatives; the Waverley Novels and Stone’s Fall are distant cousins. Yet they are all descendants of Waverley, which itself is the result of the development of the disparate, complex, and varied genre that we call, for convenience, the novel; suitably novel, because it is always changing and always new.

			A Note on the Choice of Novels

			My interest in historical fiction began very early, when at the age of about ten or eleven, I ransacked the bookshelves at the back of my classrooms and the children’s section of the public library for reading material. I was entranced by Rosemary Sutcliff’s novels; one of the pleasures of this project has been a return to her work. In another foreshadowing of this project, I read The Witch of Blackbird Pond by Elizabeth George Speare on the recommendation of a fifth-grade classmate. When I reached the magic age of twelve, I think, I gained admittance to the Adult, or downstairs, section of the city library, where I read Tudor history and the novels of Jean Plaidy with a lack of discrimination that resembles Waverley’s undirected reading at Waverley-Honour. I suspect that all avid readers have something of Waverley in them in their youth. I also stumbled upon Mary Renault and followed her work into my adulthood, eventually reading her Alexander the Great trilogy as it was published. On the recommendation of my father, I read Waverley; he had fond, frequently invoked memories of reading the entire Waverley series in his youth.

			All this time, I was blissfully unaware that my favorite reading material was considered low-class genre fiction and that Scott’s star had sunk beneath the critical and popular horizons. What triggered this project, however, was the change in the fortunes of the genre, marked by the work of Sontag, Pears, Hilary Mantel, Donoghue, and Unsworth, among others. All of a sudden, the historical novel was winning Pulitzer and Booker prizes. Writers were researching their subjects and noting the results in their acknowledgment pages; afterwords contained booklists, sources, and expressions of gratitude to scholars and libraries. Although I was by now a more discriminating reader than the teenager who devoured Plaidy, I was drawn in by the artistry of those writers who are able to breathe into their historical materials a life that does not negate the accuracy of the research. Thus the moment had come to turn a lifetime of reading into a work that investigated how the texts work. What does the term “historical fiction” mean? What is the source of the pleasure it elicits? Answering these questions led me to write this book.

			One of the great advantages of this study has been that everyone I spoke to had recommendations for novels I should read. The greatest disadvantage was, of course, that everyone had suggestions for novels I should read. As a result, I read many historical novels that those recommendations pointed me toward, and I am very grateful. On the other hand, I could not possibly incorporate them all. I have chosen carefully from this abundance in order to employ texts that are representative of the characteristics that I demonstrate in the genre as a whole. In a genre as hybrid and inclusive as historical fiction, these characteristics are distributed widely across “literary” and genre fiction, and in the area in between. This generic slipperiness is particularly evident in some of the more recent developments in the historical novel, such as the historical detective novel. While novels like Pears’s An Instance of the Fingerpost have many of the generic markers of the detective novel, I am far more interested in the way the classic characteristics of the historical novel as Scott theorized it have made their way into genre fiction, for example, Sansom’s Shardlake series. I would argue, however, that Sansom’s work also represents a place where the distinction between literary and genre fiction founders. 

			On the other hand, I did not choose texts in order to distribute the choices geographically by authors’ nationalities. In the first place, I was more concerned to have some chronological diversity; it is more important that Annabel Lyon writes about classical Greece than that she is a Canadian. In the second place, in the twenty-first century it is becoming increasingly difficult to make these distinctions. I speak as a Canadian–American dual citizen when I say that the old literary divisions, still apparent in course catalogues, between British and American literature with an occasional nod to “world” literature, really do not describe the complications of the world of letters today. Emma Donoghue is an Irish woman living in Canada and writing about late eighteenth-century England. Lisa See is Chinese-American, writing about seventeenth-century China. Their subject matter is more important to the argument than their places of birth or residency.

			In those places where I discuss authenticity and intertextuality, I chose for the most part to use novels that are set in the long eighteenth century. My background is in eighteenth-century British literature, and I feel more qualified to investigate the authenticity of reference and setting in that period. In other parts of the text, I have chosen those novels that best represent the subject under discussion—the embedded narrative, young adult fiction, intersection of history and fantasy, and so on.
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			Walter Scott and the Romance of History 

		

	
		
			1

			Walter Scott and Contemporary Historical Fiction, or ’Tis Two Hundred Years Since

			While tying up loose ends before heading off on a final trip to Europe where he died, Walter Scott wrote to his colleague Robert Caddell, who was directing the production of what he and Scott called the Magnum Opus Edition of the Waverley Novels. The Magnum Opus was meant to be Scott’s final word on his long series of historical novels. It was heavily revised and annotated, and was carefully illustrated by some of the great names of British art; Waverley’s title page was by Edwin Henry Landseer.1 Scott asks “what should be done about a half or whole volume by way of LEnvoy or farewell to Waverley and his progeny.”2

			By “progeny” he means the many novels that filled the eventual forty-eight volumes of the Magnum Opus Edition, called the Waverley Novels because Scott’s authorship was not revealed. The two terms Scott applies to the volume are instructive. The entire project was certainly a farewell to the major creative work of the previous eighteen years by a writer whose debilitated health did not promise recovery. It was also an envoy in the classic literary sense because it sent the work out into the world where it took on a life of its own. Even at this period, Scott must have been aware of his influence on the development of a recognized subgenre of fiction; he received letters from readers all over the English-speaking world, and the exertions of his friend James Fennimore Cooper alone would have served to inform him of the extent to which Waverley’s progeny were extending themselves through the international writing community. If Scott’s novels are the first generation, they indubitably spawned an entire dynasty, one that continues prolifically in our own day. Like every family extending into multiple generations, it has more and less distinguished representatives and has been influenced by subsequent additions to the family gene pool; not all of Waverley’s descendants can be familiar with their nineteenth-century predecessor. Yet their texts engage in the same way with history, adding emotional insight and interiority to historical figures and events. This combination of historical authenticity with the sense of familiar experience creates the romance of history with which this book is concerned.

			In Atlas of the European Novel 1800–1900, Franco Moretti’s maps show that influence. One figure plotting the settings of thirteen nineteenth-century historical novels reveals titles in most European languages, including French, German, Spanish, Italian, and Russian, strung across the European continent.3 His maps of the diffusion of British fiction demonstrate that Scott was particularly well-represented, showing strongly in Spain, France, Holland, Denmark, Poland, and, to a lesser extent, Hungary.4 According to Moretti, the result of this concentration of British fiction, especially by Scott but including Charles Dickens, Edward Bulwer-Lytton, and others, in addition to a very strong transmission of the novels of Alexandre Dumas, is the hegemony of historical fiction. This near monopoly is in contrast to the original multiplicity of forms in the middle of the eighteenth century: “a hundred years later [1850] the Anglo-French paradigm is in place, and the second take-off is an entirely different story: third-person historical novels, and not much else.”5 Moretti also claims that the smaller libraries responded to the restrictions in space by purchasing fewer genres, not just fewer titles, and that most of them chose historical fiction to the exclusion of all others.6 This choice no doubt both responded to the market and fueled it.

			Moretti points out that most of the historical novels in his study follow the same pattern as Waverley, where the central action is geographically located at a distance from the cultural center. Waverley begins in the English countryside, moves into the north of England, then to Lowland Scotland, and finally to the Highlands, where Waverley meets the Mac-Ivors, and the rest of the action hangs on the decisions he makes (and critically fails to make) as a result of the meeting.7 He visits London, but only briefly. This pattern can be traced not only in the nineteenth-century European novels that Moretti is concerned with, but in many contemporary texts: for example, An Instance of the Fingerpost (1999) is primarily located in Oxford, The Volcano Lover (1992) in Naples, Restoration (1994) in the countryside to which Merivel is exiled, although the characters in each of these novels also spend time in London. As with any dynasty fixated on holding up an important scion, however, that progenitor’s own ancestors are often overlooked, while his descendants may strike out into territory never imagined by the patriarch. Thus, critics have traditionally ignored Scott’s indebtedness to regional and Gothic novels and his comments on Daniel Defoe. At the same time, Iain Pears’s An Instance of the Fingerpost, with its four narratives of the same events, has a complexity of structure unlike anything Scott wrote.8

			Scott’s novels fell into popular and critical neglect in the twentieth century, even though the European writers he inspired continued to hold critical importance. Ann Rigney shows that the considerations of Scott at the time of the 1932 centennial for the most part lamented changes in taste that had relegated him to the status of “the great Unread,” although another viewpoint suggested that it was necessary for Scott to be put aside so that a modernized Scottish literature could emerge.9 The genre, too, in the middle of the century, was considered the domain of popular fiction and children’s literature, rather than being worthy of study as a “serious” literary form. Many of us read historical fiction as part of class reading assignments in elementary and high school or stumbled upon authors like Rosemary Sutcliff in school libraries, but it rarely appeared on college reading lists, except perhaps as a single text in a survey of the novel. Academic snobbery no doubt saw to it that Waverley and his progeny were undone by their own popularity; in Graphs, Maps, Trees, Moretti shows that historical fiction and the Gothic novel were responsible for an exponential increase in book production, but the very suggestion that these novels are “popular” is sufficient to undermine their being granted academic consideration.10 Anne H. Stevens’s claim that the historical novel “is a fictional genre that does not suffer the stigmatizing labels of ‘genre fiction’”11 may be partially true today, when Hilary Mantel’s Wolf Hall and Barry Unsworth’s Sacred Hunger have won Booker prizes, but in the middle of the twentieth century the situation was very different.

			In the entry on Mary Renault in the Dictionary of National Biography, Caroline Zilboorg attributes Renault’s lack of critical acclaim in her lifetime in part to the genre in which she wrote: “she is ‘popular’ with a sophisticated audience, yet only recently have readers begun to take her seriously as a consummate artist.” Her other explanations for Renault’s treatment are her gender and subject matter (homosexuality) combined with “her public representation in the press as a grey-haired and cardiganed matron.”12 Notable exceptions in this period are Peter Green’s 1979 and 1982 reviews of Renault’s work in the New York Review of Books, not a publication that tends to pay much attention to “middlebrow” or popular fiction. These reviews are serious critiques of her work that are in no way dismissive: in describing her success at creating a convincing atmosphere of oppression in Funeral Games, he locates a successful combination of the two conflicting elements in historical fiction, art and history: “She achieves this partly by her skill (which indicates a careful use of under-statement) in describing character, partly through her brilliant sense of historical detail.”13 He does, however, allow for the general underrating of historical fiction by other critics, and posits that the demands of historical accuracy might be perceived as impeding artistic “free choice in action and characterization.”14

			It is difficult to account for the change in literary status. Did it increase in value because writers like Renault, and more recently Mantel, Unsworth, Ian McEwan, Thomas Pynchon, and others chose to employ it? Or did they turn to it when its fortunes were already on the rise? Like Scott in the nineteenth century, they find in historical fiction a way of looking at, explaining, and examining the present through the lens of the past, an approach that Andrew Beahrs marks as the defining characteristic of the genre: “at its best, historical fiction constructs a meaningful, relevant, and convincing history; a history we can use.”15 In this context Renault is not an anomaly but a harbinger; what was distinctive about her fiction for her contemporaries was its high standards of authenticity and writing, but she also used it as a vehicle for illuminating the complexities of love and sexuality.16 Nonetheless, while the family fell on hard times, the resemblances and propensities continued, and in its new prosperity the genre that Scott brought to prominence continues to demonstrate the blend of historical accuracy and artistic accomplishment that he established.

			This genealogical approach to historical fiction explains Scott’s place in the current analyses of the genre. Both Gothic and national fiction have been identified as precursors, as has some of Scott’s own poetry. Katie Trumpener, in Bardic Nationalism, argues that Scott’s perceived exceptionalism, as sole inventor of historical fiction, has warped literary history by skewing any attempt at a historiography that examines romantic fiction in a broader sense. She insists on the importance of writers like Sydney Owenson and Jane West, and sees Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer, set during the English Civil War, and The Milesian Chief, set in Ireland, acting as connective tissues between national and historical fiction. Maturin’s influence also contributes the elements of the Gothic novel that Stevens and Fiona Robertson identify as the immediate ancestor of Scott’s historical romance.17 According to Trumpener, The Milesian Chief (1812) “reiterates every Ossianic, sentimental, and Gothic fiction trope of the last fifty years—in the moment before the paradigm shift, before the birth of the new genre, the concentration of sheer literariness results not only in many passages of great rhetorical intensity but in a powerful evocation of the need for tradition.”18

			Avrom Fleishman, writing several decades before these critics and thus part of the old guard to whom they point, is initially ambivalent as to Scott’s role: “Whether or not it is true that Scott invented the novel as a literary form, he must have thought what he was doing was new.”19 A few pages later, however, he articulates a definition of the historical novel that allows him to claim that Scott is its sole progenitor. He argues that, while deeply rooted in the Romantic imagination and its evolution, “The historical novel is not simply a Romantic period phenomenon, but part of a larger literary tradition—that of the novel. Its outstanding characteristic is not to portray a temporalization of eternity . . . but a created world as comprehensive and variegated as the historical world itself.”20 Several pages later, he confidently states, “Scott is the first historical novelist because he is the first to create a fictional world according to these clear historical principles, drawn partly from Enlightenment uniformitarianism and partly from Romantic historicism.”21 But this argument is itself specious, as general histories of the novel have made clear. Samuel Richardson and Henry Fielding also claim to be doing something entirely new, and for generations literary historians took their word for it, but we no longer begin our histories of the genre with Pamela, or even Robinson Crusoe. Nor in all varieties of historical fiction, including Scott’s, is the world that is created as comprehensive as this definition advocates. So stringent is his definition that not even all of Scott’s novels qualify. For example, he does not consider many of the “Scottish” novels—including The Bride of Lammermoor, Guy Mannering, and The Antiquary—to be historical fiction because they fail some of his criteria, such as including at least one historical figure and being at least two generations in the past. These categories are too restrictive, not just for Scott but also for some contemporary fiction, which may take place more recently, or may concentrate on the particular historical period rather than on specific historical persons.22

			Scott himself did not deny the influence of the national tale in the development of his novels. His reference to Maria Edgeworth in the General Introduction to the 1829 Edition suggests that one of his original impulses was to write a novel that was specifically regional rather than historical:

			I felt that something might be attempted for my own country of the same kind with that which Miss Edgeworth so fortunately achieved for Ireland—something which might introduce her natives to those of her sister kingdom in a more favourable light than they had been placed hitherto, and tend to procure sympathy for their virtues and indulgence for their foibles.23

			His experiences in editing Joseph Strutt’s Queen-Hoo Hall and the lessons he learned from it are also described in the General Introduction.24 Reflecting on the reasons for the failure of that novel, he locates them in an overabundance of authenticity and a lack of accessibility, although he does not use those terms: “by rendering the language too ancient, and displaying his antiquarian knowledge too liberally, the ingenious author had raised up an obstacle to his own success” (524–25). He also blames the subject matter, concluding that “the manners of the middle ages did not possess the interest which I had conceived” (no doubt a surprise in the era of the Gothic novel), and thus decided to shape his own text along very different lines: “a romance founded on a Highland story, and more modern events, would have a better chance of popularity than a tale of chivalry” (525). This commentary on the work of another novelist suggests that he was aware that he was shaping a received tradition, not inventing a new form.

			Among recent literary historians, Ian Duncan makes the most unqualified claim for Scott as the “inventor of historical fiction.” While he discusses the work of Scott’s contemporaries, including Elizabeth Hamilton and Jane Porter, he classifies their work as purely nationalist fiction, even when it is set in the past. Rather than seeing Scott’s work as a development from these writers, or from Gothic fiction, however, he traces his literary genealogy to the mid-eighteenth century, when the novel became consciously “fictional,” divorcing itself from the attempt to appear as history and embracing its inventedness as its mark of authenticity, or “authenticity effect.”25 When Duncan refers to the authenticity effect, however, he is referring to the way in which “Scott’s novels took over with a vengeance the authenticity devices of romance revival—editorial frames, antiquarian commentary, the citation of documentary sources.”26 Nonetheless, even while arguing for a much longer pedigree for historical fiction than the standard narrative has provided, literary historians must admit Scott’s influence on the development of the genre. Stevens, while drawing attention to the importance of Scott’s many predecessors among Gothic writers and antiquarians, admits that he was the initiator of historical fiction’s recognition as a distinct genre: “he took something that was an already established convention of the genre and made it distinctly his own . . . the complexity of the paratextual apparatus for Scott’s Magnum Opus edition of the Waverley novels surpasses anything” done by his predecessors (107).27 In The Historical Novel in Europe, Richard Maxwell traces the genre through the joint traditions of French and English fiction, showing that it developed by transmission back and forth across the English Channel, starting in France. Again, the Waverley Novels constitute a watershed achievement: “From Scott onwards, the historical novel became a vehicle for this unsettling idea [that we participate in the making of history whether we know it or not], which was given a new and unashamed centrality. . . . History was conceived as a drama that unfolded as if in the reader’s own moment, creating an engulfing illusion of proximity; though based on regional or national lore, the illusion extended over continents.”28

			Morgan Rooney’s examination of the Jacobin and anti-Jacobin novels of the 1790s leads him to describe the Waverley Novels as a nuanced and moderate synthesis of the fictional uses of history in these earlier works. He shows how the writers of the late eighteenth century transferred their concerns about the French Revolution to the past, especially to the Glorious Revolution. The Anti-Jacobins employ the Burkean historiographical framework of history as inheritance; the Jacobins use the discourse of rupture and reinvention. In the very early nineteenth century, according to Rooney, the strictly partisan depiction of history began to give way to a form that “foregrounds its historicist commitments” and achieves a “synthesis of the thesis/antithesis offered by the conservative and reformist historical discourses” that can “give expression to a more complex, and, ultimately, compelling engagement with the past.”29 In this context, Scott’s novels can be described as “the realization of a new form” that “registers historical otherness as a distinct feature of an irrecoverable past.”30 In a framework that identifies common elements linking Scott’s works to earlier texts, however, the form is not new so much as transformed. The elements that I identify—the claim for historicity and the tension between competing demands for authenticity and accessibility that form the romance of history—connect Scott back to the writers that precede him and forward into the present. As Trumpener indicates, “most of the conceptual innovations attributed to Scott were in 1814 already established commonplaces of the British novel.”31

			These accounts generally pay little attention to Defoe, but his work is particularly significant for Scott.32 Defoe’s Journal of the Plague Year manifests many of the characteristics of Scott’s fiction, and his approving commentary on Defoe’s work establishes it as part of a recognizable literary genealogy: “one of that particular character of compositions which hovers between romance and history. Had he not been the author of Robinson Crusoe, De Foe would have deserved immortality for the genius which he has displayed in this work.” He notes Defoe’s ability to produce “the account of great national convulsions, whether by war, or by pestilence, or the tempest. These were tales which are sure . . . to arrest the attention, and which, narrated with that impression of reality which De Foe knew so well how to convey, make the hair bristle and the skin creep.” He argues that, because of the ability to evoke “the impression of reality,” Memoirs of a Cavalier had often been read as “a real production of a real personage.”33 In the various attributes Scott identifies as strengths in Defoe’s novels, we can observe the characteristics that mark his oeuvre—the romance of history brewed from the competing tensions of authenticity and accessibility, and the familiar and the strange. The historical fiction of the present continues to evince these approaches and assumptions, the need for the historical panorama combined with intimate narrative, that is, history and romance, even though Scott’s name is rarely invoked in analyses of them.

			A Genealogy of Historical Fiction

			This study examines contemporary historical fiction in the context of the Waverley Novels to demonstrate that the standards and expectations that Scott set in the period between 1814 and 1832 continue to occupy us, despite the multiplication of variations in approach that have flowered since then. In these texts, writers engage with history in fiction by romancing it. The encounter begins with a claim to historicity: the narrative takes place in a particular place at a particular time, and the focus is on the characters’ experience in relationship to the history in which they may play a major or a minor part. In examining these works, I am not arguing that twentieth- and twenty-first-century historical novelists have all read the Waverley Novels and used them as models. I am more interested in family resemblances than in tracing a conscious intention on the part of the author to follow in Scott’s footsteps, or any link that would provide a clear and direct literary influence.

			Jane Stevenson’s Astrea trilogy, which follows the descendants of a marriage between the historical Elizabeth of Bohemia and a fictional freed African slave named Pelagius, provides an analogy for this kind of literary history, although she is writing about biological genealogy. In the third volume, The Empress of the Last Days, a team of scholars sets to work on a group of documents discovered in a seventeenth-century rubbish dump and uncovers much of what readers of the previous two volumes already know. The researchers learn enough to establish that Melpomene Palaeologue, a twenty-first-century Caribbean biologist, is the descendant of Elizabeth of Bohemia and her secret husband, Pelagius, and thus a claimant for the British throne. In the course of their searching, they trace her ancestry through Balthasar, the child of the secret marriage; Balthasar’s wife’s family; and the marriage of their son to the daughter of Balthasar’s friend, Theodore Palaeologue. But Stevenson understands that it is impossible for us ever completely to know the past; she keeps one-quarter of the history forever lost, the ancestry of Palaeologue’s wife. There is a deeply ironic moment when Michael Foxwist, the British scholar in charge of researching the Aphra Behn manuscript that is one of the retrieved documents, reflects that, because of Internet resources “it had become extraordinarily easy to find things out.”34 He is completely unaware of how little he knows and how much he has gotten wrong. The emphasis of the contemporary scholars on Behn indicates the intrinsic biases that cause researchers to privilege what is significant in their own present over what was in the past. Behn is a secondary character in the previous novel, one indeed whose actions injure the central characters, but in the twenty-first century she has become primary, her name a talismanic clue that leads Foxwist to unravel Balthasar’s story.

			We do not know all our ancestors, but our DNA does, and we are affected by them whether we wish to be or not. Not all present-day writers of historical fiction know that in many ways the characteristics of the genre that they produce, the family resemblance that leads them to say, not “I write novels,” but, more precisely, “ I write historical fiction,” are shaped by that series of novels that began nearly two hundred years ago. Just as Melpomene, in becoming a biologist, is following in the path carved out by her hitherto unknown ancestor, Pelagius, using the very different methods that have been shaped by the scientific revolution that took place in the centuries that separate them, so Waverley’s modern progeny use similar methods and are beset by similar concerns as Scott in their creation of the romance of history. The essential unknowability of the past leads to concerns about what Andrew Beahrs terms accessibility and authenticity in the establishment of authority in historical fiction:

			authority in historical fiction—understood here as the ability to impart a sense of privileged knowledge about a vanished era—is always a fiction itself. The past is irretrievable; all the writer of historical fiction can do is decide what fragments are valuable and worthy of clinging to. Thus, successful historical fiction is by definition engaged with constructing contemporary identity, laying claim to both past and present; the choices an author must make, and the acceptance or rejection of those choices by the reader, ensure it.35

			Thus writers of historical fiction deal with the twin tensions between familiarity and strangeness on the one hand and accessibility and authenticity on the other—the competing demands of the documented past and present experience. This balancing act results in a construction rather than a reconstruction of the past, one that reflects both the concerns and the generic possibilities of the present.

			Readers want to feel that they have been taken into the past, but they must have something recognizable to keep them there; they must feel at the same time in a different world (the strange) and at home (familiar). The strange may be evoked by customs, language, and cultural assumptions; the familiar is related to the recognition of common ground, often an emotional recognition. Thus in Sarah Dunant’s The Birth of Venus (2004) the expectations for and restrictions on the life of a wealthy merchant’s daughter seem strange especially as we recognize Alessandra’s desire to follow her artistic gift as a familiar longing. This tension creates a striking resonance with William Congreve’s distinction between the novel and the romance in the preface to Incognita (1692). Because historical fiction is a hybrid of the two it transports us to another time and produces “wonder,” as Congreve claims for romance, but at the same time it must fulfill the charge of the novel: “Come near us, and represent to us Intrigues in practice, delight us with Accidents and odd Events, but not such as are wholly unusual or unpre[ce]-dented, such which not being so distant from our Belief bring also the pleasure nearer us.”36 In its reactions to the tensions (authenticity against accessibility, the familiar against the strange) set in motion by the author’s claim to the historicity of the narrative, the fiction develops by moving into the grey spaces that the gaps in the historical record create. This creative tension and the exploitation of both what is known and what is not results in the romance of history.

			Scott himself called his books “historical romances”; Susan Sontag calls her 1992 novel The Volcano Lover: A Romance. Sontag, however, is more aware of the difficulties of knowing the past; in 1814 Scott was more optimistic about the possibility of recreating a picture of life in 1745 that was both authentic to its period and accessible to his intended audience. The prologue to The Volcano Lover uses the figure of the flea market as a metaphor for the intersection of history and the imagination, suggesting that what is valuable is buried in the detritus of the past:

			I’m seeing. I’m checking on what’s in the world. What’s left. What’s discarded. What’s no longer cherished. What had to be sacrificed. What someone thought might interest someone else. But it’s rubbish. If there, here, it’s already been sifted through. But there may be something valuable, there. Not valuable, exactly. But something I would want. Want to rescue. Something that speaks to me. To my longings. Speaks to, speaks of. Ah.37

			The history she is sifting through, looking for something new, is certainly well-thumbed by previous searchers on both sides of the fence that divides history and fiction. Yet she finds something new in it (in Beahrs’s terms, history that she can use). The image looks forward to the novel ahead, with its many collectors, especially the Volcano Lover himself, Sir William Hamilton, searching through the ruins of Pompeii. 

			Stevens argues persuasively that in the late eighteenth century, Gothic and historical novels both existed but had not yet been differentiated from each other as separate genres. The lack of differentiation led to problems for literary historians in classifying Sophia Lee’s The Recess (1783): “they have alternately labeled it gothic, historical, and sentimental” (40). Her list of eighty-five titles published between 1762 and 1813 contains many novels with subtitles such as “historical romances” and “historical tales,” and one called “an historical novel.”38 Claire A. Simmons locates the difference between historical fiction and other genres set in the past, such as Gothic fictions and romances of chivalry, in historical fiction’s fixity of historic outline and detail, so that “whereas a historical novel may contain Gothic or romantic-chivalric elements, a historical setting does not provide an escape into the imagination but rather a constraint upon it.” She notes that while Scott changes chronology at will, he does not change the broad historic outlines, and insists on authentic detail; for example, neither Scott nor any other writer of historical fiction of the period would tell the story of 1066 as if Harold won.39 The claim to historicity does not prevent writers of historical fiction from placing fictional characters in the historical framework, but it does not allow them to change history itself either: Balthasar, son of Elizabeth of Bohemia and Pelagius, is aware of the implications of his heredity, but he does not challenge his cousin James’s right to the throne; he tells Aphra Behn that she is foolish when she suggests that he should.40 Melpomene Palaeologue has a similar reaction more than three hundred years later when the implications of her ancestry are explained to her.

			The romance of history does not add to the certainties of history; while giving us a sense of what it was like to live in the period and experience the events that it depicts, romancing history tends to undermine any fixed certainty about the meaning of events. From its beginnings, narrators have been unreliable and first-person testimony has been colored by the desires and intentions of its reporters. Jane Millgate points out that “[t]he Waverley Novels are full of incidents that stress the unreliability of narrators, the distortions, deliberate or accidental, that creep in once speech and action are translated into the stuff of anecdote and legend,”41 in other words, the effect of narrative’s shaping on the facts of an event. This propensity already exists in the Waverley Novels’ predecessors. Defoe develops narrators whose reliability is questionable at best; the protagonist of A Journal of the Plague Year offers increasingly unbelievable reasons for staying in London when his family leaves, and while his willingness to prowl the empty streets and gaze into burial pits is necessary for the realism that the narrative provides, it is nonetheless deeply disturbing. Amy J. Elias’s study of postmodern historical fiction, however, indicates a particular emphasis on unreliability in recent contemporary fiction; she sees writers exploring the tension, not so much between familiarity and strangeness, as between empirical history and the historical sublime, and the desire for historical knowledge combined with the ironic skepticism that is typically postmodern. This approach, while another iteration of the old tension between fidelity to the historical record and the demands of art, produces a fiction in which “truth” as such is essentially unknowable, and emphasizes irretrievability and strangeness rather than familiarity. Elias calls these fictions “metahistorical romances,” and insists that such novels share a sense of romance and sublime with Scott: “They differ from Scott’s historical romances in their presentation of romance and the sublime in that they tend not to elegize a specific institution or phase of culture from the past. Yet the metahistorical romance does continue to link the sublime and romance to the political in other ways.”42

			Scott does not always elegize the past, however; when he claims that Scotland had changed almost out of recognition in the years between the writing of Waverley and the events it describes, he clearly believes that much of the change is valuable and necessary. The village of Tully-Veolan as Waverley sees it on his first visit to the Lowlands is far from a pastoral Eden. Scott stresses its poverty and the social changes necessary to reform it:

			The whole scene was depressing; for it argued, at the first glance, at least a stagnation of industry, and perhaps of intellect. . . . It seemed, upon the whole, as if poverty, and indolence, its too frequent companion, were combining to depress the natural genius and acquired information of a hardy, intelligent, and reflecting peasantry. (75–76)

			Nonetheless, he just as clearly regrets the destruction of the society that produced Evan Dhu’s unremitting loyalty to Fergus, at the same time deploring the cause in which he is prepared to die, and the judge at the treason trial may be considered a particularly stern-voiced articulator of what has been lost in the defeat of the Highlanders in the ’45:

			For you, poor ignorant man . . . who, following the ideas in which you have been educated, have this day given us a striking example how the loyalty due to the king and state alone, is, from your unhappy ideas of clanship, transferred to some ambitious individual, who ends by making you the tool of his crimes—for you, I say, I feel so much compassion, that if you can make up your mind to petition for grace, I will endeavour to procure it for you. (466)

			The fierce loyalty that the judge has admired, however, makes it inevitable that Evan Dhu would not wish to live when his lord is dead, and the double execution goes forward. The romance of history does not require a sunny view of the past. 

			But this scene is cast in the tragic sublime, not the historical sublime about which Elias writes. It is emblematic of Rooney’s identification of the historical novel’s “singular aesthetic,” established in Waverley: “elegiac in its depiction of decaying cultures, but also affirmative of history’s progressive direction.”43 There is certainly nothing in Scott, however, that is quite like the ironic tone of The Volcano Lover, which Elias lists among the metahistorical romances in her study: its final monologue is a startling undercutting of what has been a largely sympathetic view of the Neapolitan ménage à trois, especially of Sir William and Emma Hamilton. Sontag gives the last word to Eleanora de Fonseca Pimental, a Neapolitan revolutionary who was condemned and executed as part of the summary justice carried out from a ship anchored in the Bay of Naples, a court in which Hamilton and Nelson are both implicated, in the novel and in history. Pimental, an articulate, well-born journalist and one of the voices of the short-lived republic, has nothing but contempt for the men who have determined her fate: “Sometimes I had to forget that I was a woman to accomplish the best of which I was capable. Or I would lie to myself about how complicated it is to be a woman. Thus do all women, including the author of this book. But I cannot forgive those who did not care about more than their own glory or well-being. They thought they were civilized. They were despicable. Damn them all” (419).

			Authenticity and Accessibility in the Establishment of Authority

			In the face of irony and elegy, it is difficult to classify the nature of the authority that historical fiction seeks to establish. In 1937, Georg Lukacs took pains to locate Scott’s authenticity, which he calls “historical faithfulness,” in an “authentic reproduction of the real components of historical necessity. . . . Scott is particularly strong and authentic in respect of these details [of historical fact] too. But never in the antiquarian or exotic sense of later writers. Detail for Scott is only a means for achieving the historical faithfulness here described, for making concretely clear the historical necessity of a concrete situation.”44 While we may be startled by some parts of Lukacs’s argument, especially his insistence that Scott’s special authenticity lies solely in his support of the lower classes, and the suggestion that a man who built himself a quasibaronial home and collected antique armor was not an antiquarian, it does demonstrate that from the earliest attempts to form a critical framework in which to discuss historical fiction, historical accuracy and detail have been as important as artistic merit. This requirement continues into the present. There is no doubt that authors, critics, publishers, and readers all expect historical fiction to contain something of traditional history. A brief consideration of jacket copy is instructive: “this thriller brings not merely a huge cast of characters but a whole century vividly to life” (Pears, An Instance of the Fingerpost); “Dialogue and description subtly and skillfully convey a sense not only of the period but also the personalities” (Beryl Bainbridge, According to Queeney); “Jane Stevenson writes historical novels in such a vigorous way that you forget they are set in a time that you have not experienced personally” (The Shadow King); “a sweeping, exquisitely detailed picture of Europe in the final decades of the eighteenth century” (Sontag, The Volcano Lover). And indeed, all these novels are excellent depictions of the period in which they are set, in their different ways. But even less satisfactory novels receive equally glowing reviews; Smuggler’s Moon, one of the Sir John Fielding mystery novels by Bruce Alexander, is described as a “wonderful evocation of the flavor of eighteenth-century life, at once civilized and swashbuckling, rustic and refined,” despite its peculiar dialect (the repeated use of “did” in the past tense—“I did walk,” “I did eat”—is redolent of Pepys’s diary, more than eighty years before this book was supposed to take place), its factual inaccuracies (among many others, Fielding’s blindness is ascribed to his service in the navy, when in fact he was born with bad eye sight and an attempt at a cure by a noted optician resulted in his complete blindness) and misunderstanding of the period (in the eighteenth century, lawyers were trained at the Inns of Court, unless they planned to go into canon or admiralty law).45 In the face of these other missteps, it should be assumed that the portrayal of the brilliant young magistrate as a man looked down upon by the local folk because he married a kitchen maid is totally without the irony that historical knowledge would provide.
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