CHAPTER II : HISTORICAL NOVEL AS A GENRE
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CHAPTER 11

There has been a phenomenal growth of ‘historical novel’, since Walter
Scott’s introduction of this genre of fiction. When we think of historical novel,
it superficially scems to be a contradiction in terms, for, as a history it demands
good know}edgc of the past and as a novel it needs imaginative power for its
creation. ﬁistory here does not mean merely a chronological sequence of the
past cvents. Rather it is the totality of the past events interpreted to arrive at a
general conclusion about the lifc and times. A writer nceds great imaginative
power to synthesize the past cvents and focus them through the life ofAiew

imaginative characters.

This kind of novel has been described and defined by scveral cminent
critics in literature. According to Paul Liccester, for example, “the historical
novel is one which grafts upon a story, actual incidents or persons well enough to
be recognised as historical”.! John Buchan believes that,  the historical novel is
simply a novel which attempts to reécnstruct the life and recapture the
atmosphere of an age other than that of the writer”.> The Concise Oxford
Dictionary of the Literary Terms defines this genre as “a novel in which the
action takes place during a specific historical period well before the time of
writing (often one or two gencrations before, sometimes several centuries) and in
which some attempt is made to depict accurately the customs and mentality of
the period”.®> In the opinion of Jonathan Neild, historical novel “is rendered

historical by the introduction of datcs, pcrsonages, or cvents to which
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idcntifica.tion can be really given”.* According to Harry Shaw, historical novel is
«a narrative in novel form characterised by an imaginative reconstruction of
historical personages and events™.® Arthur Tourtellot believes that “the historical
novel is simply a rccoﬂstruction of some scgment of lifc in the past it creates, it

breathes, and it is circumscribed by the small things in the lives of the

characters.”®

All the definitions mentioned above emphasize that the historical novel
recreates past cvents and characters. The word novel is marked for fictionality.
If we consider novel as an extended fictional prose narrative, then history can be

regarded as all pervading story of human life. History is a continuous

conversation between the past and the present. History means not only a
chronological sequence of the past events, but it is the sum of the past. If this
hypothesis is right, then a historical novelist nceds a perfect understanding of the
past cvents and a power of imagination to weave them skilfully into a work of art

with some fictitious characters and events of his own creation,

The historical novelist selects certain ¢vents and characters from some
segments of the past and with them reconstructs imaginatively, with fair
proportion of self created events and figures the some total of that past to give it
some gcnqral significance. But several problems may arise in the process of
novelization of history, because a novelist can not create a historical novel by the
mere placing of the past cvents and characters together. In this connection M.H.

Abraham says “the historical novel not only takes its sctting and some charactcrs
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from hisfory and some cvents but makes the historical events and issues crucial

for the central character and narrative”.” Roger Detaller’s comment is worth

noting for further explanation :

Then what do we look for in the perfect historical novel ? In the
first place, not a complete reproduction of the past __  that were
impossible from the very nature of the things, but rather satisfying
imaginative reconstruction in which the values of this day, may find
a responsible identity with the corresponding values of another. '

A successful historical novel deals with the past but not oxclusi;/ely. It must
contain certain admixture of the present, but only in careful proportion, so as not
to distort the past. Gcorg Lukacs subscribes to the thought by saying that “The
historical novel therefore has to demonstrate by artistic means those historical
circumstances and characters existing in precisely such and such a way. It is the
portrayal of the broad living basis of historical events in their intricacy and

complexity, in their manifold interaction with acting individuals.” °

The discussion above clearly shows how the writer of a historical novel
nceds an outstanding ability in order to weave the history into the intricacies of
the novel. The historical novelist has to take into account the spirit and
atmosphere of history, which should appeal to the intellect of the reader.
Historical novel as an imaginative narrative involves historically identifiable

dates, characters and events. A statement from The New Encyclopaedia
Britanica further illustrates this point :

The historical novel is a work of fiction that attempts to convey the

spirit, manners and social conditions of a past age with realistic
deteil and fidelity to histarieal faet. 19
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But there is such a reconstruction of them that the history comes alive with new
mecaning ana significance. While novelizing history, the historical novelist as a
creative artist, must have perfect uhderstanding of the nature of the past. After
sclection and organization of the major historical events and characters, it
remains his responsibility to look after and maintain the degree of documentation

in his narrative, to proceed with the value of historicity.

The historical novelist recreates the past cvents, personages and then
transforms these realities into art endowing them with human feelings, values
generlising on human predicament. A statement by H. Butterfield subscribes to
the discussion so far, when he says, “On.one side, therefore, the historical novel

is ‘form’ of history. It is a way of trecating past.”!!

The nature of historical past is an important problem before every
historical novelist. The concept of ‘past’ can be described dividing it as the
remote past and the recent past. There are some critics, who plead in favour of
the remote past, while therec are some, who advocate the acceptance of recent

past for the writing of historical novel.

In the adoption of remote past, as we have little knowledge of it, the
novelist can enjoy free play of imagination, but in such /&ue he may not be able
to depict contemporary men, manners and society with perfect accuracy, and his
novel may suffer from the loss of historicity. Both the remote and the recent

past offer some advantages and disadvantages in their adoption by the writer in
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writing a historical novel. “How old should the past be ?” is a question of

interest for some critics. In the interest of this question Orville Prescott offers a

certain deadline to the novelist and says :

An historical novel, according to my personal definition, is any novel
in which the action takes place before the author’s birth so that he
must inform himsclf about its period by study. '*

But this def‘mitioh is quite vague and indicates that it seems to be impossible to
mark any certain deadline for the writing of a historical novel. However a
historical novelist can divide the wholc history into scparate parts with the help
of transition periods it is consisted of. Transitional periods can bo considered as
starting points or deadline for the span in between, and this period can be

adopted by the historical novelist for his novel writing.

A noveclist is at liberty to sclect or omit events or characters from the vast
span of higtory. A skilled novelist selects some important events and
personalities for his plot and makes them live again. The writer can play up
certain events and play down some other to suit his theme and give significance
to some historical characters. Even, the most important event in ;actual history
may lose its distinctive primacy or an insignificant event may enjoy the position

of supremacy.

After careful selection of historical facts and figures, the novelist moves
towards the recreation of men, manners and social set up, mainly with the

assistance of language. In the process of recreation the novelist should be alert
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as the rocreated characters need the atmosphere in which the original characters

lived. The depiction of their customs and traditions should be belicvable and

should cnablc the readers to recreate history while reading the novel.

Though, the factuality is an important clement in the historical novel, a
novelist is free to offer more or less significance to the facts and fictional
cpisodes. A novelist has to cater to a wider audicnce, and as a historical
novelist, he has additional responsibility to maintain the clement of factuality to
gain the confidence of the reader, because the recader shares the knowledge of
history with him, and any attempt to violate the basic structure of the selected
facts and figures would harm the credibility of the novelist. The novelist is free
of course to paint the faces of his characters with the colours of his own choice.

In this respect Fleishman says :

The historical novel is distinguished among novels by the presence
of a specific link to history : not merely a real building or a real
cvent but a rcal person among the fictitious oncs.'?

Dorris Marston rightly supports the issue of historical accuracy in the novel and
says that whatever historic events the novelist uses as the setting for his story, he
must be accurate in details, in time and in location, but, at the same¢ time makes

the novelist aware not to load his story down with too much information. **

So in conclusion, we can say that the historical novelist should combine
facts and fiction judiciously and with fair proportion, though it is up to his own
discretion to what extent he should mix historical facts with fictional episodes

and characters. The treatment of characters is the next important issue to be
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considered while considering the art of historical novel. In this connection

Leisy’s comment is worth noting :

Individuals are more important to him than economic movements of

goods or people in the mass. To him, the work of women and wood

. choppers is as significant as that of military leaders or treaty

" makers. The everyday relations impress him. He dramatizes social

processes, that is, as they bear on the life of the individual, and

does it with something of the illumination and emotional power of
the poet. **

The historical novelist portrays the struggles of history by means of characters.
The historical novelist weaves the fabric of his novel around a dominent
historical figure in a particular period. The history of the whole period is
projected through the struggles and emotional conflict of this dominent character.
A good historical novel as an aesthetic creation of the past must have such a
focal point. It should present interesting men and women in some kind of
conflict, which should have bearing on the past as well as contemporary life. He
has to make use of documentary and ficld sources like reports, diaries, published
and unpublished documents, some non-literary sources like tombs, old buildings,

monuments and cven lcaving men,

The sclection of historical material and depiction of characters, reveal
novelist’s point of view towards the past. There arc scveral reasons behind his
interest in the past, which can be called as novelist’s pOi,'_.‘L ;gf views. It may be
that, as a historical novelist he wants to consider the superiority o;:l:; past to the

present world to define the ways of life in the context of the past or he may want

to escape into the past due to his frustration with the present world. In this
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connectioﬁ R.H. Pcars has to say that thc historian assumes past, which by

virtue of its very pastness, becomes an aspect of the present.
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