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Memory Texts: History, Fiction 
and the Historical Imaginary

The very term ‘historical fiction’ is a kind of oxymoron, 
joining ‘history’ (what is ‘true’/‘fact’) with ‘fiction’ 
(what is ‘untrue’/‘invented’, but may aim at a different 
kind of truth).

(Diana Wallace, The Woman’s Historical Novel, 2005)

... my starting point is the way we actively engage with 
the past using various media and methods, rather than 
some abstract notion of ‘history’ as sleeping-beauty 
object waiting for the professional kiss to arouse it.

(Ann Rigney, ‘Being an Improper Historian’, 2007)

It is, perhaps, no coincidence that neo-Victorian fiction achieves 
momentum at around the time when personal memory of the 
Victorians was slipping away. By the 1980s there could be few, if any, 
Victorians left; at least, very few who were born early enough to have 
any personal memory of the period itself. A number of neo-Victorian 
novelists describe their work in relation to memory, rather than his-
tory, and further neo-Victorian novels invoke memory as a category 
of historical recollection within their pages. Yet in critical accounts, 
neo-Victorian fiction is most often situated in relation to a postmodern 
problematisation of historical knowledge, rather than as an act of recall. 
In the first systematic treatment of the sub-genre, Christian Gutleben 
focuses on the formal properties of neo-Victorian fiction in order to sit-
uate it in relation to aesthetic postmodernism. The novels are primarily 
assessed in relation to their imitation or subversion of Victorian literary 
techniques, not as attempts to contribute to historical understanding. 
Indeed, Gutleben does not specifically address their generic heritage as 
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historical fictions, a genre with a complicated relationship to history 
and historiography, making it difficult for his analysis to consider the 
novels’ engagement with history generally and with the Victorian past 
in particular. 

This chapter situates my scrutiny of neo-Victorian novels in relation to 
their broader generic categorisation as part of the tradition of the histor-
ical novel in order to foreground their investment in re-membering 
the Victorian past. Rather than chart the history of historical fiction, 
which has been done excellently elsewhere (see Fleishman, 1971 and 
Wesseling, 1991), this chapter begins by mapping the intersections 
of the historical novel with its two components, history and fiction, 
since the eighteenth century, making the question of reference central. 
To this end, I am not concerned with primary analysis of historical fic-
tions so much as with tracing the reception and perception of the genre 
itself in relation to its ability to produce historical meaning. I suggest 
that at the very moment when postmodern challenges to the traditional 
authority of history seemed to open up new possibilities for the role of 
fiction in historical recollection, freeing it from questions of accuracy 
and authenticity, scholarly debates equated non-ironic recuperation 
of the past with critical naiveté: historical fiction must self-reflexively 
problematise representation or be deemed nostalgically uncritical. 
I aim to move debates about contemporary historical fiction on from 
this reductive opposition by turning to cultural memory as a field of 
enquiry, and to broader notions of mnemonic practices, to propose 
an alternative framework for understanding the ways in which neo-
Victorian novels do lay claim to historical recollection, one which opens 
up a range of questions beyond historical fidelity on the one hand, and 
the problematisation of representation on the other: why does the text 
invokes this aspect of the past, in this way and in this form, now? How 
does it function as a technology of cultural memory, shaping our histor-
ical consciousness? And how does it enable us, as readers, to conceptual-
ise the relationship between the Victorian past and our present? I situate 
the historical novel as an act of memory which, as Mieke Bal argues, is 
‘an activity occurring in the present, in which the past is continuously 
modified and redescribed even as it continues to shape the future’ 
(Bal, 1999: vii). Approaching neo-Victorian novels as memory texts 
enables us to critically account for the variety of historical modes they 
enact, without automatically privileging ironic distance and dismissing 
nostalgic revival. It posits nostalgia as a more complicated and multi-
ple mode of recollection. Moreover, understanding the neo-Victorian 
novel as a present act of recollection foregrounds the role of the reader 
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in producing historical meaning. It furthers our understanding of how 
the relationship between present and past is conceptualised in multiple 
ways in a culture that is, paradoxically, obsessed with history and yet 
charged with the inability to think historically.

I

In an introductory essay for a 2005 special edition of the journal 
Rethinking History, Hayden White asserts that ‘the conjuring up of the 
past requires art as well as information’ (White, 2005: 1949). It is a 
polemical statement which invokes a series of contentious and complex 
issues that can largely be resolved into the question of the difference 
between history and fiction and the value and use of each for under-
standing the past. Another way to frame these questions would be 
to ask, as Ina Ferris does in her discussion of the impact of Sir Walter 
Scott’s Waverley novels, ‘what will count as history?’ (Ferris, 1991: 137). 
Ferris notes the peculiar status of the referent in historical discourse. 
History represents ‘that which no longer is’, so that ‘history as a genre 
has a special dependence on absence and on discourse that makes the 
referent of history highly vulnerable, threatening it with indeterminacy, 
fictionality, specularity’ (ibid.: 152–3). Indeed, ‘history’ has always been 
slippery, and defining what constitutes the ‘historical’, whether for the 
purpose of historiography or historical fiction, has been an object of 
debate at least since the eighteenth century. This is particularly true of 
its relationship to fiction.

The distinction between history and fiction has long been a dis-
puted and contentious one while also, paradoxically, appearing 
‘commonsensical’. As Louis O. Mink suggests, ‘“everyone knows” … 
that history claims to be a true representation of the past while fic-
tion does not, even when it purports to describe actions and events 
locatable in particular times and places’ (Mink, 1978: 129). And yet, 
so trammelled is this purportedly transparent, or natural, distinction 
that Suzanne Gearhart argues that the boundary between them ‘is more 
open than closed, more often displaced than fixed, as much within 
each field as at the limits of each’ (Gearhart, 1984: 3). She claims that 
theories of history and theories of fiction alike have always been uneasy 
with this porousness:

they have consistently sought to fix the boundary between them 
and to establish once and for all the specificity of the fields in one 
of two ways: democratically, in that each accepts a mutually agreed 
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upon boundary which grants to each its own identity and integrity; 
or, just as often, imperialistically, in that each tries to extend its own 
boundary and to invade, engulf, or encompass the other. In the 
first case history and fiction exist side by side as uncommunicating 
opposites; in the second, one dominates the other – as when history 
makes fiction into its subject and treats it as just another historical 
document, or when fiction makes history into one form of fictional 
narrative among many possible forms. (ibid.: 4)

The contest turns upon the issue of truth. While Mink’s common-
sense knows that history purports to be ‘true’, it is unclear what, in this 
formulation, fiction purports to be. Fiction is constructed negatively, 
as the opposite of history’s claim to truth. The distinction, presumably, 
is between an ‘actual’ past and an imagined one. And it is to the actual 
past that authority accrues. History is valorised as true, or real, while 
‘made-up’ fiction is reserved for entertainment. 

While the opposition between history and fiction is, paradoxically, 
commonsensical and fiercely contested, Hayden White has famously 
observed that history did not always demand the excision of fiction. 
In the eighteenth century, prior to the disciplinisation of knowledge, 
he argues, fictional techniques and literary devices were considered 
necessary for historical representation (see White, 1978b). Historians 
such as François-Marie Arouet de Voltaire, Charles-Louis de Secondat, 
Baron de La Brède et de Montesquieu and Edward Gibbon saw their 
task as discovering the meaning of past events, and this meaning might 
best surface through a combination of what actually happened – what 
is generally considered ‘fact’ – and what could have happened – details 
lost to the historical record but which do not obviously contradict it. 
History’s meaning was deeply embedded in rhetoric. It had a firmly 
philosophical purpose, functioning to enlighten and instruct the 
present. Thus, James Chandler argues that, far from striving for objec-
tivity, much of the history written during the romantic period had a 
political motive, seeking to ‘state the case of the nation – and to do so in 
such a ways as to alter its case … [these writings] take on the national 
cause’ (Chandler, 1998: 6). 

This mingling of historical narrative and fictional techniques was 
accepted, in part, because the disciplines had yet to separate as distinct 
forms of knowledge. History formed part of a broad category of litera-
ture in the eighteenth century, which, in addition to history, included 
philosophy and political philosophy, as well as the poetry and novels 
that make up the category today (Gearhart, 1984: 10). Historians, artists 
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and scientists were designated as such because of their subject matter, 
not their methodologies and ‘were united in a common effort to com-
prehend the experiences of the French Revolution’ (White, 1978a: 42). 
Gradually this common effort was undermined by a suspicion toward 
myth and an acute awareness of the dangers of misreading history 
and misunderstanding historical process (White, 1978b: 124). ‘Truth’ 
became equated with ‘fact’ and the opposition between ‘truth’ and 
‘error’ was redrawn as an opposition of ‘truth’ and ‘fiction’. Importantly, 
in this shift, the underlying assumption that the past can be known 
and represented remains, although the emphasis is transferred to the 
means of representation. Fiction, White observes, thus became seen 
‘as a hindrance to the understanding of reality rather than as a way of 
apprehending it’ (ibid.: 123). Indeed Linda Orr suggests that ‘it is as if 
history awakes in the nineteenth century surprised and even horrified 
to see how closely it is coupled with fiction. It seeks thereafter to widen 
a difference within its very self, in order not to be engulfed by that 
other self’ (Orr, 1986: 3). Attempting to escape association with fiction, 
it is the separate discipline of science, and its increasing authority as a 
mode of knowledge, to which history attaches itself.

In the context of a growing faith in scientific methodologies as the 
means to truth (see Knight, 1986: 5), some historians recast their efforts 
as a science, adopting the ‘heroic image of an unprejudiced, dispas-
sionate, all-seeing scientific investigator’, who is pitted, with the scien-
tist, against ‘superstition, fanaticism, and all other forms of intellectual 
and political absolutism’ (Appleby et al. 1994: 89). Leopold von Ranke, 
whose name has become virtually synonymous with the scientific 
model of history, sought to sever history from contemporary politics 
and philosophies and to achieve impartiality and scientific objectivity. 
History was no longer to judge the past nor instruct the present, but 
strive to show only ‘what actually happened’ through a meticulous 
use of primary sources (See Ranke, 1973). The historian should chart 
a course from particular detail to general historical principles. The 
fundamental tenets of scientific empiricist history are usefully summa-
rised as follows: ‘the rigorous examination and knowledge of historical 
evidence, verified by references; Impartial research, devoid of a priori 
beliefs and prejudices; And an inductive method of reasoning, from 
the particular to the general’ (Green and Troup, 1999: 3). No longer 
amateur rhetoricians, nineteenth-century historians professionalised 
themselves, cultivating objective detachment in the assessment of 
evidence and dispassionate narration of the facts in order to withstand 
the scientific test: to ‘tell a truth that would be acceptable to any other 
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researcher who had seen the same evidence and applied the same rules’ 
(Appleby et al. 1994: 73). 

The identification of history as a science necessitated its demarcation 
from fiction, ‘especially’, White argues, ‘from the kind of prose fiction 
represented by the romance and the novel’ (White, 1987b: 65). For sci-
ence is, in the nineteenth century, increasingly aligned with knowledge, 
objectivity, rationalism and empiricism, while literature is defined in 
opposition to these, as pertaining to value (spiritual and moral), subjec-
tivity and inspiration. Literature’s emotion and passion are opposed to 
science’s cool rationality and impersonality (Cordle, 2000: 21). However, 
far from firmly establishing history as distinct from fiction, the assertion 
of history as a science had to be reiterated and insisted upon. Even in 
1902 J. B. Bury, in his inaugural address as Lord Acton in the Regius Chair 
at Cambridge, found it necessary to exhort historians to remember that:

it has not yet become superfluous to insist that history is a science, no 
less and no more … History has really been enthroned and ensphered 
among the sciences … but the particular nature of her influence, her 
time-honoured association with literature, and other circumstances, 
have acted as a sort of vague cloud, half concealing from men’s eyes 
her new position in the heavens … (Bury, 1956: 214)

Indeed Ann Curthoys and John Docker argue that throughout the 
nineteenth century the claim that history was a science met with dissent 
and criticism within the profession and was never universally accepted: 
‘the notion of history as art and the view of history as science have jos-
tled against one another ever since the 1820s, unresolved, often within 
the one author’ (Curthoys and Docker, 2005: 71). Perhaps this is in part 
due to the fact that fiction, too, was impacted by empiricist epistemol-
ogy and the dominance of science in the nineteenth-century, an impact 
observable in the dominance of realism as a mode for fiction. Realism 
shared Rankean history’s faith in the past’s availability for factual repre-
sentation. Realist texts detail the particularities of a life or lives within 
a broader, recognisable context, seeking to convey the experience of 
living in a particular space and at a particular time, while also implying 
‘truth claims of a more universal philosophical or ethical nature’ (see 
Morris, 2003: 9, 101). Pam Morris calls this their ‘truth effect’ (ibid.: 
109). Alison Lee suggests that some writers were explicitly influenced by 
the scientific method, ‘and sought to make the novel as objective as they 
perceived science to be’ (Lee, 1990: 12). Indeed, their shared preference 
for realism as the narrative mode with which to  represent the past, and 
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the shared, empiricist assumptions that underpin this preference, draw 
history and fiction closer together on the boundary line that attempts 
to separate them. This is not to suggest that realist literature saw itself as 
coterminous with history. As Lee points out, ‘lying’ literature and ‘true’ 
history were still distinguished from each other for the realist aesthetic. 
‘History was seen as accessible as pure fact, independent of individual 
perception, ideology, or the process of selection necessitated simply by 
creating a written narrative’ (ibid.: 29). 

II

If history is viewed, here, as the authoritative discourse, it is also, para-
doxically, the more vulnerable, ‘always under threat’, as Ferris suggests, 
‘from the nonrational, oddly aggressive power of fiction’ (Ferris, 1991: 
138). Fiction is thought to have a greater affective power and, divorced 
from the rigorous research and scholarship of history, might power-
fully mislead its readers (ibid.: 146–7). These fears about fiction are 
nowhere more apparent than in debates about historical fiction, which 
is often called to account for the liberties it takes with historical fact. 
Historical fiction is usually described as a hybrid of its component parts, 
history and fiction (see Wesseling, 1991: 49 and Wallace, 2005: 3). 
Ferris observes that ‘while all generic hybrids constitute what [ Mikhail] 
Bakhtin calls “border violations,” historical fiction violates an especially 
sensitive border’ (Ferris, 1991: 139). The hybrid draws attention to 
its problematic status so the effort to define historical fiction illumi-
nates the difficulty of defining both history and fiction. This has been 
reflected in reviews of historical novels but rarely in definitions of the 
genre. For Avrom Fleishman, who produced one of the first systematic 
studies of the genre, the central questions for defining historical fiction 
are how much time needs to have passed before an event or person 
is considered ‘historical’ (sixty years) and, what type of events can be 
considered ‘historical’ (war, politics, economic change etc) (Fleishman, 
1971: 3). He concedes that readers will also require truth, ‘if only to 
praise or blame on the grounds of “accuracy,” or faithful recording of 
presumably established facts’ (ibid.: 4). In Fleishman’s account, then, 
history is conceived as a knowable space available to representation, in 
this case, in fiction. History is the authoritative element of the hybrid, 
the real that fiction must truthfully reflect.

Most accounts of the genre position it as intervening in the field of 
historiography, rather than that of fiction. Thus, observing that ‘the 
[traditional] historical novelist intervenes in a field that already exists 
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as an authoritative discourse, no matter how contested portions of this 
discourse might be’ (Ferris, 1991: 200),1 Ferris describes the distinction 
between historical fiction and history in terms of generic authority and 
propriety so that the novel, whose purpose is ‘amusement’, is secondary 
to history, whose object is ‘truth’ (ibid.: 148). She argues that Sir Walter 
Scott’s historical fictions are structured around a deference for history 
(although this asserted deference was often undermined by other narra-
tive elements), establishing a relationship between history and histori-
cal fiction that is ‘tangential’ rather than ‘tangled’. Scott’s imaginative 
activity was to fill the gaps left by the historical record, rather than dis-
place it (see Ferris, 1991: 203–7). Georg Lukács and Elizabeth Wesseling 
also discuss the emergence of Scott’s Waverley novels in these terms, 
as supplementing official history. Wesseling argues that prior to the 
nineteenth century’s professionalisation of history, the task of histori-
cal inquiry was divided in two and undertaken by different bodies of 
people: the antiquarians, who collected and managed archival materials, 
and the historians, who created narratives that would be interesting 
and entertaining enough to preserve the history that the antiquarian 
divulged (Wesseling, 1991: 44). The historian could, therefore, include 
certain speeches or add particular details to make the narrative fuller 
and more pleasing, since, as we have seen, it was assumed that their 
work involved some use of rhetoric and imagination. Wesseling argues 
that historical fiction stepped into the space left by these histori-
ans when they adopted scientific methodologies and the previously 
separate roles of research and writing were conjoined. The task of the 
historical novelist, as Scott and his peers conceived it, was to instruct 
the reader in the manners and customs of the past in an entertaining 
manner (ibid.: 44). 

If Scott’s work supplements official historiography, by providing 
colour, it does so on official history’s own terms, by reproducing the 
same interests and emphases. Scott identifies, and is identified, with a 
model of history based upon the centrality of political events, great men 
and their deeds. Interestingly, this focus on the political and great 
events of history is reproduced in criticism of the historical novel that 
places Scott at the genre’s centre. As we have seen, White makes the 
French Revolution and Napoleonic wars a pivotal moment in the sepa-
ration of the disciplines of philosophy, literature, history and science. 
Lukács, in his influential account of the genre, cites the tumult of the 
French Revolution and Napoleonic wars as prompting the beginning 
of the historical novel as he locates it, with Sir Walter Scott’s fiction. 
He, too, suggests that these events established a new concept of history, 
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providing ‘the concrete possibilities for men to comprehend their own 
existence as something historically conditioned, for them to see in 
history something which deeply affects their daily lives and immedi-
ately concerns them’ (Lukács, 1962: 24). The accelerated social and 
economic change heralded by the French Revolution and Napoleonic 
wars prompted new attempts at understanding ‘ordinary man’ and 
how he was affected by the evolutionary clash of civilisations (see ibid.: 
27, 53). Here, the focus remains upon the great, political events of his-
tory, with only a minor shift to address the effect of these upon ‘the 
broadest masses’ (ibid.: 25). In Lukács’ Marxist account the historical 
novel steps in to rewrite feudal history to fit the emergent bourgeoisie’s 
sense of itself and its place in that history. 

The redistribution of historical value toward experience and process 
suggests an interest in the effects of large-scale, public events on the 
private, ordinary individual and the evocation not only of these events 
but of the broader cultural sphere in and from which they occurred. 
This brings the concerns of history-writing closer to the conventional 
concerns of literature since the private and the individual were con-
sidered the domain of fiction with its vivid evocation of detail and its 
focus on ‘ordinary’ people whose lives are not recorded in historical 
records. Indeed, fiction was considered superior to history in represent-
ing particular kinds of historical experience. Ferris notes that Francis 
Jeffrey, one of the early reviewers of Waverley, judged that ‘because it 
was a novel it offered historical insight and valid if implicit critique of 
history writing’ (Ferris, 1991: 197). By attributing to the historical novel 
a greater capacity to meaningfully represent the experience of everyday 
life amidst the tumult of historical events, Ferris argues, Jeffrey ‘author-
izes for historical fiction a critical space vis-à-vis standard [political] 
history’ (ibid.: 199). Historical fiction could share, perhaps even trump, 
history’s privileged relationship to the real when it came to the private 
and personal. Yet rather than change the terms of the contest between 
history and fiction over access to the real, the assertion of fiction’s supe-
rior claim to representing the past only reverses the terms and makes 
history the problematic category while naturalising fiction, instead of 
examining the functions of both forms of representation. 

Whereas Lukács, Wesseling and Ferris situate historical fiction, as a 
hybrid of fiction and history, primarily in a complementary relation-
ship to historiography, Barbara Foley defines and examines historical 
fiction primarily in its relationship to fiction. She situates it among a 
broader category of documentary novels, comprising the ‘pseudofactual’ 
novel of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the historical novel 
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of the nineteenth century and the fictional biography and the meta-
historical novel of the twentieth century. The documentary novel 
overlaps with what Foley calls ‘the mainstream tradition of the novel’; 
it is not an insignificant or small subgenre of the novel. However, she 
distinguishes it from this larger, mainstream, tradition because it fore-
grounds the problem of reference in a particular way, ‘insist[ing] that 
it contains some kind of specific and verifiable link to the historical 
world’ and ‘implicitly claim[ing] to replicate certain features of actu-
ality in a relatively direct and unmediated fashion’ (Foley, 1986: 26). 
Foley maintains history and fiction as discrete categories and identi-
fies the historical novel as fiction. Here, historical fiction is not a 
hybrid but a particular form of fiction that is located near the border 
between fact and fiction, but which does not eradicate or even seri-
ously challenge it. ‘Rather, it purports to represent reality by means of 
agreed-upon conventions of fictionality, while grafting onto its fictive 
pact some kind of additional claim to empirical validation’ (ibid.: 25). 
According to this account, rather than offering itself as access to the 
historical real, the historical novel seeks to propagate a particular moral 
and simply ‘borrows’ history’s special relationship to the past to pull 
this off. Rather than supplement history it simply uses the past for its 
own purposes. In this account of historical fiction, as in those accounts 
that make it supplementary, history is an unproblematic and authorita-
tive category.

Historical fiction’s very hybridity seemed to make it unviable as 
either history or fiction by the end of the nineteenth century. The 
re-evaluation of historicism in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
centuries by perspectivist historians like Benedetto Croce and 
R. G. Collingwood challenged history’s authoritative relationship to the 
past. Their claim was that the historian could not escape his or her preju-
dices and preconceptions, the structures of which shaped any historical 
account. For historical fiction, perspectivist historicism clashed with 
the demand for moral commentary upon characters’ actions charac-
teristic of the nineteenth-century realist novel, since any judgement 
would stem from the novelist’s own values and ethics, not those of past 
figures, and would be a kind of psychological anachronism. ‘In this 
situation’, observes Wesseling, ‘authors of historical fiction can hardly 
avoid incurring the censure of either the novelist or the historian.’ 
By the end of the nineteenth century critics such as Leslie Stephen 
and writers such as Henry James declared the historical novel to be 
impossible (Wesseling, 1991: 58).2 For Wesseling and others who make 
Scott’s Waverley novels normative, the historical novel all but disappears 
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in the twentieth century until after the Second World War. For these 
accounts of the genre, the classical historical novel was ‘designed for the 
telling of a thrilling tale of high adventure within a historical setting, 
which was to entertain the reading public and to rouse their curiosity, 
and certainly not for the tackling of intricate epistemological issues’, for 
which purpose it was ‘fundamentally unsuited’ (ibid.: 73).

However, Diana Wallace’s The Woman’s Historical Novel (2005) is 
devoted to women’s historical fiction from 1900–2000 and includes 
many examples of historical fiction published in the early twentieth 
century (see Wallace, 2005: 25–52). Indeed, she persuasively argues that 
the impact of the First World War transformed historical consciousness 
as the Napoleonic wars had done a century earlier, forcing upon the indi-
vidual an awareness of living within history, intimately affected by it. 
Quoting Lukács, she suggests that history was again, visibly, a ‘mass 
experience’, with the key difference being that ‘this consciousness of 
existence within history includes women for the first time’ (ibid.: 25). 
As the Napoleonic wars had done, the First World War transformed 
literature, not least in its galvanising effect upon historical fiction. 
Newly enfranchised and with experience of the workforce and of uni-
versity education, women turned to the genre and renovated it. While 
Wallace’s argument, that women turned to the genre at a time when 
male writers were abandoning it, supports Wesseling’s claim in some 
respects, it suggests, too, that rather than disappear, the historical 
novel becomes invisible to a generic definition built upon the Waverley 
model. Indeed, this critical invisibility works retrospectively to include 
examples of women’s historical fiction written both prior to Waverley 
and since. The dominance of Lukács’ definition of ‘classical historical 
fiction’, modelled upon Scott’s fiction, ‘actually worked to exclude many 
forms of the woman’s historical novel from critical attention’ (ibid.: 3). 
Contrary to the suggestion that the historical novel was unsuited to 
questions about the nature and possibility of historical knowledge, 
Wallace’s focus upon a maternal genealogy for the historical novel ena-
bles her to suggest the ways in which the unique properties of histori-
cal fiction have always raised questions regarding the epistemological 
issues associated with knowing the past. Wallace gives the example of 
Sophia Lee’s The Recess, or A Tale of Other Times (1783), set during the 
reign of Elizabeth I. Upon its reception, this novel, which invents twin 
daughters for Mary Queen of Scots who must live, hidden, in an under-
ground, labyrinthine series of passages and rooms, or the ‘recess’, was 
criticised for its lack of historical truth, its failure to adhere to the facts 
of history. Yet these criticisms are predicated upon a particular notion of 
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historical truth. Wallace argues that Lee’s use of invented characters in a 
factual historical setting enabled her to posit a truth lost to the official 
historical record: ‘the very excesses for which the text is criticised – 
the lack of probability, the disregard for agreed chronology, the exces-
sive sentiment of the heroines – all work to disturb accepted accounts 
of ‘history’ and suggest that what it offers as ‘truth’ is in fact equally fic-
tional, and damaging to women’ (ibid.: 16–17). This would suggest that 
the late twentieth-century feminist challenge to historical method and 
historiography has its eighteenth-century antecedents. The woman’s 
historical novel was already addressing official history’s neglect of 
women and already telling the ‘untold story of women and everyday 
life’ that, for Linda Hutcheon, is a focus of historiographic metafiction 
(See Hutcheon, 1988: 95).

III

It is issues such as these, which Wallace credits women’s historical 
novels with raising several centuries ago, that become a central focus 
in the late-twentieth century. The ‘postmodern’ challenge to history’s 
authority turns upon the issue of reference in history and fiction, and 
particularly upon the distinction between the events of the past 
and the meaning attributed to them in narrative. Or, as Hutcheon 
observes, postmodernism’s problematisation of history brings ‘a new 
self-consciousness about the distinction between the brute events of 
the past and the historical facts we construct out of them’ (Hutcheon, 
1989: 54). Distinguishing between the events of the past and our 
accounts of them enables Hutcheon to formulate the problem of refer-
ence in a productive way: ‘is the referent of historiography, then, the fact 
or the event, the textualized trace or the experience itself?’ (Hutcheon, 
1988: 153). The ‘linguistic turn’ in historiography has focused history’s 
dependence upon language and narrative both as the source of its evi-
dence and in its communication as a story. For example, Roland Barthes 
analyses history’s conventional rhetoric to highlight the way that his-
tory naturalises itself, producing its narrative as authoritative discourse 
by eliding the presence of the historian as author, and creating the 
appearance of unmediated access to the past (see Barthes (1957) 1986). 
And Hayden White identifies the tropes and narrative devices common 
to history and fiction, their shared source in language, and argues that 
the imposition of narrative lends the past the shape of a story, imbuing 
the events of the past a ‘coherence, integrity, fullness, and closure ... 
that is and can only be imaginary’ (White, 1987a: 24).
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If language and narrative are the ‘other sources’ of history and fiction 
alike, and if history’s referent is not ‘out there’ waiting to be discovered 
and recorded, but is rather constructed, the notion that historical narra-
tives have privileged access to the real is undermined. Indeed, no longer 
guaranteeing unproblematic access to the past, the historian’s narrative 
is at a double remove from the past ‘as it really happened’. The primary 
sources have not simply mediated the past but have always already 
interpreted it, and the historian’s narrative, constructed from these tex-
tual remains, is itself an interpretation of them. History is no longer a 
stable entity, the assurance of an extra-textual reality or context against 
which literature can be understood. Nor is it a stable context against 
which historical fiction can be judged as true or false. As Paul Hamilton 
observes, the new historicism ‘recasts history as a battle over fictions’ 
(Hamilton, 1996: 171).

Indeed, the reconfigured relationship between history and fiction 
forged by the new historicist emphasis upon the historicity of texts and 
the textuality of history seems to suggest that the writer of fiction can 
share the role of the historian. Martha Tuck Rozett links the publication 
of Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose (1984) to the influence of the 
new historicist school of literary criticism. She claims that ‘this daz-
zling mixture of thick historical research and popular detective fiction 
invited its readers to view historical fiction as an academically respect-
able genre and a vehicle for recovering and reimagining the past in 
unconventional ways’ (Rozett, 1995: 145). In his Postscript to The Name 
of the Rose (1988), Umberto Eco emphasises the importance of historical 
research in the construction of a detailed world, and in the creation of 
characters that truly belong to that time and place. More specifically, 
he suggests that the novelist can present a past ‘that history books 
have never told us so clearly [and] make history, what happened, more 
comprehensible … identify in the past the causes of what came later, 
but also trace the process through which those causes began slowly to 
produce their effects’ (Eco, 1984: 75, 76). The delineation of the post-
modern historical novelist’s task in this way recalls that which Ferris 
attributes to Scott, in writing his fiction. His or her role is to illumi-
nate history, including making the pattern of history comprehensible. 
Whereas for Scott this meant the depiction of a Hegelian dialectical 
development, or evolution, effected by the clash of civilisations, for 
Eco it means a Foucauldian genealogy or archaeological descent, the 
process of historical inquiry, not a process of purposive history.3 What 
is significant about Eco’s account of his own project as a postmodern 
historical novelist is that he still foregrounds a strong engagement with 
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the past as a reality that once existed, although now only traceable 
through texts. In Hutcheon’s categorisation of the postmodern histori-
cal novel, which she terms ‘historiographic metafiction’, engagement 
with the past, Eco’s reconstruction of a detailed world, is firmly subju-
gated to foregrounding the process of construction, the mechanics of 
representation.

Hutcheon’s A Poetics of Postmodernism (1988) remains the most influ-
ential account of historical fiction in its specific, late twentieth-century 
manifestation. In her account of historiographic metafiction she fore-
grounds the problematisation of representation, arguing that historio-
graphic metafiction refutes history’s authority by challenging the ‘implied 
assumptions of historical statements: objectivity, neutrality, impersonality, 
and transparency of representation’. This contestation erodes ‘any sure 
ground upon which to base representation and narration’, although, 
she argues, historiographic metafiction first inscribes and subsequently 
subverts that ground (Hutcheon, 1988: 92). For historiographic metafic-
tion the shared referent of history and fiction is never an extra-textual 
reality, only other texts. History can be known only in its traces, which are 
always already ideologically and discursively encoded and ‘always already 
interpreted’ (ibid.: 143). 

In a sense the question for historiographic metafiction and post-
modern historiography remains the same as for the traditional histori-
cal novel and nineteenth-century historiography. ‘The past really did 
exist. The question is: how can we know that past today – and what 
can we know of it?’ (ibid.: 92). Yet nineteenth-century historiography 
and historical fiction were driven by a confidence that the past could 
in fact be known, while for historiographic metafiction that assurance 
has faded. Indeed, Hutcheon places historiographic metafiction in an 
oppositional relationship to the traditional historical novel, suggesting 
that it ‘problematiz[es] almost everything the historical novel once took 
for granted … [it] destabilizes received notions of both history and fic-
tion’ (ibid.: 120). It destabilises them, but does not eradicate them, ‘for 
it refuses to recuperate or dissolve either side of the dichotomy, yet it is 
more than willing to exploit both’ (ibid.: 106). This is the structur-
ing pattern characteristic of historiographic metafiction as Hutcheon 
conceives it: the non-dialectical inscription and then subversion of the 
grounding principles it seeks to contest (ibid.: 92). The genre, like the 
postmodernism of which Hutcheon makes it representative, foregrounds 
problematisation and paradox, in contrast to the traditional historical 
novel’s resolution and completion (ibid.: xi). As its label suggests, his-
toriographic metafiction focuses the production of texts, the way they 
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construct their meaning. Intensely self-reflexive, these novels are, for 
Hutcheon, more interested in exploring how the past is constructed by 
texts than in engaging in their own ‘recuperation’ or ‘revival’ of history 
(ibid.: 93). This expectation, that contemporary historical fiction should 
privilege a problematisation of representation over the portrayal of his-
tory, is evident in other writers who utilise Hutcheon’s formulation. 
Thus, in her discussion of the postmodern historical novel, Wesseling, 
too, argues that ‘postmodernist writers do not consider it their task to 
propagate historical knowledge, but to inquire into the very possibility, 
nature, and use of historical knowledge from an epistemological or a 
political perspective’ (Wesseling, 1991: 73).

Hutcheon’s account has proven very useful for understanding those 
texts that do foreground the problematics of representation, deploying 
an ironic playfulness that undermines even their own attempt to depict 
the past. However it is limited for understanding texts that eschew this 
mode, or which combine it with a range of other attitudes towards the 
past, ranging from ironic distance to affective identification. As we shall 
see, Sarah Waters’ faux-Victorian novels, for example, do reflect upon 
the way history is constructed, but this is firmly embedded within the 
novels as a thematic concern; they are more earnest and affectionate 
than ironic and parodic in their representation of the Victorian past. 
As Brian McHale argues, in making the genre representative of her 
particular description of postmodernism as ‘complicity and critique’ 
(see Hutcheon, 1989: 11) Hutcheon fails to account for the unique 
resonances of individual texts: ‘what strikes one sooner or later is the 
sameness of many of [her] readings. Can all of these very diverse novels, 
one begins to wonder, really mean so nearly the same thing?’ (McHale, 
1992: 22). Similarly, Suzanne Keen’s fascinating study of ‘romances of 
the archive’ suggest that these novels evince historiographical views, 
like presentism and antiquarianism, that ‘predate postmodernism’ and 
pose a broader range of historiographical questions than Hutcheon’s 
category accounts for (Keen, 2001: 61). Del Ivan Janik, too, argues, ‘the 
new type of historical novel … is not merely a subspecies of the post-
modern’ ( Janik, 1995: 161).4 And Amy J. Elias, writing in the wake of 
postcolonial theory, opens up Hutcheon’s category to describe a variety 
of positions characteristic of what she calls metahistorical romance, 
ranging from ‘ironic, even nihilistic deconstruction’ to ‘a reconstructed 
secular-sacred belief’ (Elias, 2001: 143). More recently, Jerome De Groot 
argues that the historical novel ‘articulates within it a complex 
of ambiguous imperatives towards the past – an attempt at authenticity, 
at real(ist) representation, at memorialisation, at demonstrating the 
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otherness of history, working within the confines of the web of fact’ 
(De Groot, 2009: 218).

Since defining a genre does, to a certain extent, necessitate focusing 
upon the similarities between texts, and since Hutcheon does not dis-
qualify further discussion of these novels, the ‘sameness’ of her readings 
is perhaps not as problematic as McHale suggests. However, a potential 
problem of Hutcheon’s making historiographic metafiction coexten-
sive with her postmodernism is that it effectively makes the pattern 
of inscription and subversion, together with an emphasis upon the 
problematisation of historical reference indicative of, a critical distance. 
Built into her analysis is an opposition between a critical engagement 
with the past (exemplified by the experimental, self-conscious narrative 
of historiographic metafiction) and a critically suspect ‘recuperation or 
nostalgia or revivalism’, usually associated with some form of narra-
tive realism, which becomes the opposite of historical inquiry (see, for 
example, Hutcheon, 1988: 45, 93). A conservative, even naïve, nostalgia 
is contrasted with a somehow more authentic, because critical, attitude 
toward the past. Her contention that historiographic metafictions 
embody a history of representation, rather than representing history 
(Hutcheon, 1989: 55), makes it difficult to discuss and assess the claim 
contemporary historical fictions might also make to representing, or 
in Hutcheon’s terminology, ‘reviving’ the past. For novels that attempt 
revisionist histories this is particularly problematic. For example, if 
historical fiction provides a space for women to enter history, women 
writers of historical fiction might have a greater investment in rep-
resenting history than Hutcheon’s model of ironic inscription and 
subversion pattern allows for. Women’s historical novels have never 
been interested in recuperating history as unproblematic presence, they 
have always been aware that it only tells a partial truth. Nonetheless, 
their recovery of women’s history suggests some optimism about, and 
political commitment to, producing meaningful accounts of past actu-
ality, however provisional, partial and plural those accounts might be 
(see Wallace, 2005).

Nor does Hutcheon’s focus upon irony, problematisation and com-
plicitous critique seem the most useful terms with which to think about 
a novel like Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987), which explores slavery 
from the silenced perspective of the slave. As Caroline Rody observes, 
‘though touched by the prevailing postmodern irony toward ques-
tions of truth and representation, fiction and history, Beloved and most 
contemporary novels of slavery are not “historiographic metafictions” 
denying the possibility of historical “Truth”’ (Rody, 1995: 94). While 
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the novel indeed makes use of the white history it seeks to rewrite, its 
introduction of the notion of ‘rememory’, which posits an intimate, if 
often unconscious, connection between past and present, appeals to a 
stronger sense of historical reference than Hutcheon’s historiographic 
metafiction accounts for.5 It is not that Morrison offers her novel as the 
correct version of this traumatic history, but it does invoke or recon-
struct a version of it as true to experience, and as a way to meaningfully 
remember this dark aspect of America’s past. 

In fact, Morrison calls her neo-Victorian novel Beloved a ‘memorial’ to 
lives lost to slavery. Her magical realist novel self-consciously eschews 
historical representation in favour of memory, or in the novel’s lexicon, 
‘rememory’, as a means to honour the past, to understand its reverbera-
tion in the present, and to find a way to move forward. She writes ‘there 
is no suitable memorial … And because such a place doesn’t exist that 
I know of, the book had to’ (Morrison, 1991 qtd. in Rody, 1995: 98). 
By suggesting that her novel is a memorial Morrison implicitly posi-
tions historical fictions among other modes of historical recollection 
outside of academic history, and clearly foregrounds a purpose for her 
novel beyond reflecting on the problematic nature of representation. 
Morrison offers her novel as an act of re-membrance.

‘Memory’ recurs, too, in what other late-twentieth and early twenty-
first century historical novelists say about their craft. Gail Jones’ refer-
ence to Sixty Lights (2004) as a ‘memory text’ ( Jones, 2005) signals the 
novel’s preoccupation with ways to achieve permanence or recover 
loss, and with the persistence of the past in the present as a series of 
repetitions. It invokes the Victorian period as a cultural memory that 
continues to resonate and have meaning because it endures, today, in a 
repertoire of shared images. Graham Swift, in an unpublished interview, 
says of the use of time-shift in his work that it ‘possibly imitates more 
accurately the way memory does work … So it seems to me that my way 
of doing things is objectively quite accurate’ (Swift, 1988 qtd. in Janik, 
1995: 162, italics mine). As we shall see, the narrative of Waterland 
meanders between the present and several historical moments. History, 
both personal and public, is re-presented according to the working of 
Tom Crick’s memory, both of what he has personally experienced and 
of what he has read or heard about via histories and stories. In effect, 
history is rewritten in, and as, memory.

One reason for these references to memory might be that the emer-
gence of memory in historical discourse seems also to invoke an affec-
tive aspect of historiography, excised from disciplinised histories. Rody 
suggests that particular theoretical approaches to historical fiction, such 
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as Hutcheon’s, are not illuminative, or are only partially so, ‘because 
they view historical writing solely in terms of ideologies of represen-
tation, without considering the affective aspect of historical writing, 
insofar as the historiographic project enacts a relationship of desire, an 
emotional implication of present and past’ (Rody, 1995: 94). 

In the following section I position the historical novel generally, 
and the neo-Victorian novel in particular, in relation to recent critical 
interest in the range of practices that informs our current ‘historical 
imaginary’ (De Groot, 2009: 249), as a way of thinking about the neo-
Victorian novel’s investment in representing history. Positioning 
neo-Victorian novels as historical fictions, and historical fictions as 
‘memory texts’, helps to account for the multifariousness and complex-
ity of their approaches to the past. It shifts focus from the production of 
an accurate, objective account of past events to the always-unfinished 
process of remembering. It foregrounds the historical novel as an act 
of recollection that is firmly grounded in the ways we remember in 
the present. Whereas historical fiction is often evaluated in terms of 
its faithfulness to history’s account of past events, and historiographic 
metafiction is expected to privilege the problematisation of representa-
tion over historical recollection, the memory text can incorporate a 
variety of historical modes, including the affective. Indeed, a number of 
these modes may compete within one text.

IV

Invoking ‘memory’, rather than ‘history’, does not offer a simple way 
out of the definitional knots associated with ‘history’ and ‘fiction’ 
but introduces another set of terms often defined in opposition to 
each other. Conventionally history and memory, like history and fic-
tion, colonise each other. Indeed, echoing Gearhart’s claim about the 
open boundary between history and fiction, quoted earlier in this 
chapter, David Lowenthal asserts of history and memory that ‘each 
involves components of the other, and their boundaries are shadowy’ 
(Lowenthal, 1985: 187). Critiquing the emergence of memory in his-
torical discourse, Kerwin Klein suggests that ‘memory is replacing old 
favourites – nature, culture, language – as the word most commonly paired 
with history, and that shift is remaking historical imagination’ (Klein, 
2000: 128). As we have seen, as a concept against which it has been 
defined and redefined, we could add fiction to this list of pairings with 
history. In the opposition of history and memory that Raphael Samuel 
describes as a legacy of Romanticism, the demarcation is strikingly 
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similar to the conventional one between history and fiction, with 
memory standing in the place of the latter. Memory is associated with 
the subjective, the anecdotal and the imaginative, but in this discursive 
economy these become the guarantee of authenticity (Samuel, 1994: ix). 
Just as at certain times these very qualities have led to the privileging of 
fiction as an historical mode, so, too, is memory sometimes privileged 
over history for understanding the present in its relationship to the 
past. In Pierre Nora’s account of lieux de mémoire, history and memory 
remain antinomies. Memory, which is valorised as ‘life’, the ‘affective’ 
and the ‘magical’, is associated with unbidden repetition, while history 
is ‘the reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is 
no longer’ (Nora, 1989: 8). History becomes artificial while memory 
is naturalised. Here, once again, the past is conceptualised as unprob-
lematic presence, directly accessible in the present if the right tool is 
deployed. In this case memory replaces history as the authority about 
the past. Promising immediacy, memory becomes a replacement for a 
history that can no longer promise access to the real: ‘Memory appeals 
to us partly because it projects an immediacy we feel has been lost from 
history … memory promises auratic returns’ (Klein, 2000: 129). Klein 
argues that, deployed by recent formulations of the new historicism 
and the new cultural history, for which it is a key word, ‘memory’ has 
become a ‘quasi-religious’ term that is used to ‘supplement’, or, more 
frequently, replace, history as a mode of historical thought: ‘In contrast 
with history, memory fairly vibrates with the fullness of Being’ (ibid.: 
130). Memory restores the authenticity, and accessibility, of past reality, 
history’s conventional referent. It is asked to ‘re-enchant our relation 
with the world and pour presence back into the past’ (ibid.: 145). 

Nora’s opposition of history and memory has been complicated by 
scholars who seem to reverse what Nora claims about ‘the conquest and 
eradication of memory by history’ (Nora, 1989: 8). They elide the oppo-
sition of history and memory, so that history becomes a type of mem-
ory, most often associated with willed recollection. Thus, Paul Ricoeur 
identifies two types of memory using the distinction made in Greek 
between mnēmē and anamnēsis. Mnēmē is ‘memory as appearing, ulti-
mately passively, to the point of characterizing as an affection – pathos – 
the popping into the mind of a memory’, while anamnēsis is ‘memory 
as an object of a search ordinarily named recall, recollection’ (Ricoeur, 
2004: 4). For Patrick Hutton, this would appear to align anamnēsis with 
history. In History as an Art of Memory (1993), he traces two different 
‘moments’ of memory and, in effect, subsumes history into the category 
of memory. The first moment of memory is repetition, which ‘concerns 
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the presence of the past. It is the moment of memory through which 
we bear forward images of the past that continue to shape our present 
understanding in unreflective ways. One might call them habits of 
mind’ (Hutton, 1993: xx–xxi). As such it is largely unconscious. The 
second moment of memory is recollection, which is a more conscious, 
willed attempt to retrieve memory. This leads Hutton to assert that his-
tory is an art of memory ‘because it mediates the encounter between 
two moments of memory: repetition and recollection’ (ibid.). History is 
reconstituted as a facet of memory, which ‘concerns our present efforts 
to evoke the past. It is the moment of memory with which we con-
sciously reconstruct images of the past in the selective way that suits the 
needs of our present situation’ (ibid.: xxi, emphasis mine). 

One effect of subsuming history into memory is that it emphasises 
the range of memorial practices that constitute the ways in which we 
engage with the past today, making history – academic, disciplinised 
history – only one of many approaches to historical knowledge. 
Whereas historians seek the best, most valid and documentable 
story about the past, to discover as closely as possible what ‘actually 
happened’, memory may have a number of different goals: 

It is important to recognize that certain things are remembered not 
because they are actually true of the past (which may or may not be 
the case), but because they are somehow meaningful in the present. 
In other words, ‘authenticity’ may not always be relevant to memo-
rial dynamics, and certain things may be recalled because they are 
meaningful to those doing the recalling rather than because, from the 
historian’s perspective, they are actually true. (Rigney, 2004: 381)

There is a growing body of work that acknowledges and celebrates the 
‘matrix’ (Rigney, 2007: 53) formed by history, historical fiction, film, 
memory, memorials and material heritage, all of which contribute to the 
way we, in the twenty-first century, think about ourselves historically. 
The aim of this work is to understand the ways in which the commu-
nity participates in memorial dynamics. Variously described this way, 
as ‘memorial dynamics’, or as ‘collective’, ‘public’, ‘social’ or ‘cultural’ 
memory, ‘historical consciousness’ or the ‘historical imaginary’, this 
work avoids romanticising memory as an involuntary and unmediated 
form of historical recollection that guarantees authenticity. Instead, 
it formulates public or cultural memory as constructed and mediated; 
its relationship to history is ‘entangled rather than oppositional’ 
(Sturken, 1997: 5). The multiplying literature on memory, drawing from 
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philosophy, psychology and a range of other disciplines, has rendered 
the field diverse and complex. Here I want to suggest the value of mem-
ory discourse to discussions of historical fiction because this broader 
sense of cultural memory incorporates history as one way in which 
we understand the past, but it also departs from historians’ narratives 
to consider the role that a wide range of other media play in shaping 
our beliefs about the past. These different media, including novels, are 
structured by different goals, issues and concerns. Memory discourse 
offers a framework for examining what these media do with the past and 
evaluating the ways in which they contribute to our historical imagi-
nary, that resists privileging the ‘factual’, which is not the primary goal 
of some mnemonic practices. 

As we shall see in more detail in Chapters 5 and 6, I argue that 
historical fictions can be understood not as corrupted history but as 
‘memory texts’: constructed accounts of the past that emerge from and 
participate in contemporary memorial practices. For Paul Connerton, 
memory objects perform ‘acts of transfer’; they are the means by which 
memory is transmitted within the community (Connerton, 1989: 39). 
Or, as James Young puts it, they function as ‘received history’, that is, 
‘the combined study of both what happened and how it is passed down to 
us’ (Young, 1997, 41, emphasis mine). Memory texts function as ‘acts of 
memory’ in the sense that they are ‘acts of performance, representation, 
and interpretation’ (Hirsch and Smith, 2002: 5). Hirsch and Smith’s 
formulation of memory foregrounds its production in and through the 
objects that convey it. The literary text does not simply communicate 
or transmit memory but actively shapes it. Similarly, Marita Sturken 
argues that ‘[c]ultural memory is produced through objects, images, and 
representations. These are technologies of memory, not vessels of 
memory in which memory passively resides so much as objects through 
which memories are shared, produced, and given meaning’ (Sturken, 
1997: 9). Here I am suggesting that as memory texts, historical novels 
both communicate memory – that which is already know through 
a variety of media about the Victorian era, for example – and offer 
themselves as memory; as we shall see in the following chapters, neo-
Victorian novels reinterpret our memory of the Victorian period and 
transform it. 

Recently, Lena Steveker has positioned A. S. Byatt’s novel as a ‘memo-
rial novel’ since ‘it is engaged in exploring the cultural present within 
the context of the cultural past of the Victorian Age’ (Steveker, 2009: 
122). This suggests the emphasis I have been arguing for, of the historical 
novel as an act in the present designed to communicate and construct 
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cultural memory. However, positioning historical fiction as memory 
texts, in relation to memory discourse as a trans-disciplinary framework 
that aims to understand the multiple ways in which we remember the 
past, also has the advantage of highlighting the ways in which memo-
rial practices perform a number of functions, including to discover and 
communicate the past; to recognise the ways in which the past contin-
ues to impact the present; to revise our knowledge of the past in light of 
new theories and evidence; to unite a community in the present through 
the vision of a shared past; to entertain; to produce commodities that 
revive a past aesthetic and many more. More often than not memorial 
practices address manifold purposes and produce multiple effects, not 
all of which were intended in the act, or object, itself. That is, acts of 
memory achieve new meanings in their reception and redeployment 
by the community. I noted above that one problem with Hutcheon’s 
account of historiographic metafiction is that it privileges those texts 
that focus on the constructedness of representation and renders any 
attempt to non-ironically revive the past as nostalgic, and critically 
suspect. This focus on the text’s production, upon its representation 
of representation, elides the role of the reader in producing historical 
meaning. In fact, Michael Pickering and Emily Keightley argue that in 
postmodernist accounts of meaning-making processes generally, the 
agency of the reader – or audience – is denied, ‘[a]s if particular texts are 
inevitably tied to specific responses’ (Pickering and Keightley, 2006: 929). 
They argue that postmodernist conceptions of nostalgia, such as 
Hutcheon’s, assume that the ‘reduction of meaning’ in certain media 
representations is ‘passively accepted by the audience, resulting in loss 
of meaning at the site of reception’ (ibid.). This effectively reduces the 
audience to ‘an unthinking collectivity who passively absorb the mean-
ings communicated to them via the media, thus deny them a role in 
meaning-making processes’ (ibid.: 933). Linking historical fiction to a 
more broadly conceived historical imaginary, to a range of memorial 
practices, enables us to consider the role of the reader in new ways. 
Rigney writes: ‘As the term “practice” itself suggests, my starting point is 
the way we actively engage with the past using various media and meth-
ods, rather than some abstract notion of “history” as a sleeping-beauty 
object waiting for the professional kiss to arouse it’ (Rigney, 2007: 152). 
Her notion of memorial practices incorporates the idea that history is 
constructed, rather than simply told, and it foregrounds our engage-
ment with and participation in this process. De Groot, too, in describ-
ing the broad range of practices that constitute the contemporary 
historical imaginary, argues against the assumed passivity of readers of 



34 History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction

historical novels. He describes them as ‘participatory, involved, active, 
part of, employed, and connected’ (De Groot, 2009: 248) and assigns 
them a dynamic role in the production of historical meaning. Whereas 
traditionally histories strive to be closed texts, to demonstrate for the 
reader that the past should be interpreted in a specific way, histori-
cal fictions are usually more open, inviting a variety of responses and 
interpretations. As I suggest throughout this book, neo-Victorian novels 
are particularly concerned with the role of the reader as the bodily 
means through which the past is mediated, or revived. 

While one of the important criticisms about the emergence of 
memory discourse in the late twentieth century is that it attempts to 
circumvent the contemporary problematisation of historiography and 
re-enchant our relationship to the past (see Klein, 2000), much work in 
the field of memory discourse also retains a sense of fragmentation and 
partiality, the impression that the remembered past could look entirely 
different, and accrue different meanings, from another perspective. 
It retains the conventional sense of memory as subjective, fragmentary, 
slanted and personal. The foregrounding, in memory discourse, of the 
anecdotal, the subjective and the personal, may enable these novel-
ists to move beyond exploring the history of representation, which 
Hutcheon attributes to historiographic metafiction, to ‘a concern’, as 
Del Ivan Janik writes, ‘with the ways in which past and present intersect 
and the ways in which those incidents of intersection can influence and 
illuminate human experience ( Janik, 1995: 176). This is not the posit-
ing of a seamless continuation of the Victorian into the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first centuries. Nor is it an uncritical return to a past 
that is celebrated at the expense of the present. Rather it is an explora-
tion of the necessity of looking back, of remembering, as well as the rec-
ognition of the uncanny repetition of various Victorian cultural features 
in a contemporary context.

Indeed the temporal logic of textuality obstructs the reification of 
history as Presence, as John Frow suggests when he makes the logic 
of textuality a figure of memory. This logic ‘is predicated on the non-
existence of the past, with the consequence that memory, rather than 
being the repetition of the physical traces of the past, is a construc-
tion of it under conditions and constraints determined by the present’ 
(Frow, 1997: 119). The logic of textuality defies the ownership of the 
past by one body or another, whether historian or novelist and sug-
gests, moreover, that there is no one, final truth: ‘rather than having a 
meaning and a truth determined once and for all by its status as event, 
its meaning and its truth are constituted retroactively and repeatedly’ 
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(ibid.: 154). Memory is not retrieved for ‘the time of textuality is not the 
linear, before-and-after, cause-and-effect time embedded in the logic of 
the archive but the time of a continuous analeptic and proleptic shap-
ing’ (ibid.: 154). Here, again, memory is inextricably bound to the very 
fabric of the present as the means by which present and past make and 
remake each other. And, understood this way, memory resists identi-
fying a singular origin but mimics instead a series of fragments and 
repetitions. 

Throughout History and Cultural Memory in Neo-Victorian Fiction 
I explore the ways in which the reworking of the Victorian period in 
neo-Victorian novels embody its uncanny repetition, so that the period 
is both shaped by and shapes our twenty-first century present. The 
re-presentation of the past entailed is not the assertion of historical 
Truth but is simply the ‘weirdness of a ghost’ (Rody, 1995: 104). In a 
similar vein, Cora Kaplan argues that we should understand ‘Victoriana’ 
as ‘what we might call history out of place, something atemporal and 
almost spooky in its effects, yet busily at work constituting this time – 
yours and mine – of late Capitalist modernity’ (Kaplan, 2007: 6). As we 
shall see, a great many contemporary historical fictions that return to 
the Victorian era are preoccupied with images of ghosts and metaphors 
of haunting, especially positioning the fictional text as medium of 
the past.6 The materiality of the ghost is illusory and always already 
under erasure. The ghost is an evocative metaphor for the past, as ‘the 
nothing-and-yet-not-nothing and the neither-nowhere-nor-not-nowhere that 
nonetheless leaves a trace in passing and which has such a material 
effect’ (Wolfreys, 2002: 140). Embedded in the figure of the spectre is 
indeterminacy and incompletion. As Nick Peim argues, ‘the authen-
ticity of the spectre is always questionable – a function of the gap 
between its partial nature and the full version it claims to represent’ 
(Peim, 2005: 77).

The ghost becomes a useful metaphor for charting a position for these 
novels between the positing of history as Presence, a locus of univocal 
meaning, and the ironic subversion or negation of the very possibility 
of historical knowledge. Yet while Rody identifies the ghost with ‘a fear-
ful claim of the past upon the present’ (Rody, 1995: 104), a phrase that 
grants the past agency, the ability to make demands upon the present, 
I would suggest that the ghost signals rather the uncanny repetition 
of the past in the present. The ghost speaks with the voice of flesh 
and spirit, and adopts its look, but, in its very essence, or ‘inessence’, 
as Jacques Derrida would have it, it is departed. Its very disappearance 
is held always before it: ‘There is something disappeared, departed in 
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the apparition itself as reapparition of the departed’ (Derrida, 1994: 6). 
These texts exploit the ghostliness of textuality to foreground the 
non-presence of history, its disappearance, and to suggest that its mean-
ing is fleeting, or flickering; in fact, more than this, its meaning only 
exists as it is created, and recreated afresh. In this sense it is like the text 
itself, the meaning of which is configured and reconfigured with each 
reading, and by each reader. Similarly, the past is configured and recon-
figured, and attributed different and multifarious meanings in each 
act of historical recall. Julian Wolfreys writes: ‘recognizing the signs of 
haunting it must be concluded that whether one speaks of the experi-
ence of reading or the experience of the materiality of history, one wit-
nesses and responds to ghosts’ (Wolfreys, 2002: 11). Indeed, he explores 
the ways in which texts, because of our tendency to anthropomorphise 
them, can themselves be considered ghostly, ‘are neither dead nor alive, 
yet they hover at the very limits between living and dying’ (ibid.: xxii). 
This ghostliness is part of what separates the historical novel from the 
objectives, and assumed objectivity of history, and aligns it with the 
functions of memory: ‘To the extent that memory “reincarnates”, 
“resurrects”, “re-cycles”, and makes the past “reappear” and live again 
in the present, it cannot perform historically since it refuses to keep the 
past in the past, to draw the line, as it were, that is constitutive of the 
modern enterprise of historiography’ (Spiegal, 162).

The contemporary proliferation of historical fictions, and their com-
mercial success, registers a persistent desire for cultural memory. Stem-
ming from this continuing desire for stories about the past, historical 
fiction might extend and elaborate our versions of the past, offer-
ing different ways of seeing it, without asserting finality or Truth. In 
the earliest identification of the neo-Victorian subgenre, Dana Shiller 
observes, the ‘neo-Victorian novel … attest[s] to the unflagging desire 
for knowledge of the past, a desire not extinguished by doubts as to how 
accessible it really is’ (Shiller, 1997: 557). This could be reformulated as 
an unflagging desire for historical recollection, the act of remembrance, 
which is privileged over historical knowledge itself. In her discussion 
of collecting in Susan Sontag’s historical novel The Volcano Lover, Julie 
C. Hayes suggests that it is desire that ensures the past will continue to 
be interpreted, that its stories will continue to be told. Indeed, far from 
erasing historical difference and distance, she argues that the collector’s 
desire for the object, his or her passion and the resulting fear of its loss, 
‘assures [the object’s] status as unique, as having belonged to a specific, 
punctual place and time. The pastiche-collection is thus not so much 
critical or ironic, as paradoxical and complex, less bent on unmasking 
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or contesting than on extending and elaborating. Desire’s elaborations 
elude closure’ (Hayes, 1998: 29). 

Privileging their own texts as mediums of the Victorian past, writers 
such as A. S. Byatt and Gail Jones reverse the trajectory of the ghost. 
That is, it is not the non-presence of the ghost that reaches out to us as 
its future. Rather, it is we who reach for historical recollection, desirous 
to re-member the past and to ensure it continues to have meaning. The 
desire for cultural memory that these novels both dramatise and invoke 
is cast as a desire not for a univocal truth, or finality of meaning. It is 
not a seeking after the past ‘as it happened’. Nor is it the conceptuali-
sation of history as a fixed point and locus of meaning. Rather, it is a 
re-membering of the past which is partial, fragmentary and always open 
to further re-membering. The past only exists in our re-creations of it. 
Its meaning is produced in and by our very accounts of it. Historical 
inquiry is recast as desire in these novels, and remembrance is natural-
ised as a necessary human action.

While I trace a shared preoccupation, in neo-Victorian fiction, with 
the need for historical recollection, the six texts that I have chosen for 
close readings were selected as much for their differences as for their 
similarities. The representation, in these fictions, of diverse aspects of 
the Victorian period, from the commitment to progress, to the wide-
ranging intellectual endeavour, and from the introduction of photogra-
phy to the production of pornography, demonstrates something of the 
range and breadth of possible depictions of the era, and suggests that 
competing narratives such as these each have a role to play in further-
ing our recollection of the past. Moreover, in the selection of texts from 
each decade since the explosion of interest in the Victorian era, and 
the postmodern problematisation of historiography, in the late 1970s 
and early 1980s, it is possible to trace a series of shifts and restructura-
tions in fictional responses to the recent challenges posed to narrative 
histories; shifts that mark the progressive opening up of history to the 
field of fiction. In Waterland, the incorporation of contemporary chal-
lenges to history as memory, is restructured a decade later, in Possession, 
as a re-centring of literature as a mode of historical recollection. By the 
turn of the twenty-first century, faux-Victorian novels like Affinity and 
Fingersmith focus on conjuring forgotten histories into our memory of 
the corpus of Victorian literature, while in the last few years memory 
becomes the focus of both Sixty Lights and Afterimage, and literature is 
accorded a key role in establishing a series of connections between past 
and present, and in tendering images of the Victorian period as shared, 
cultural memory. Exploiting the very indeterminacy of their generic 
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boundaries, these memory texts explore different territory in the open-
ing up of history to fiction, and confront the contemporary historio-
graphical crisis in unique ways. Nonetheless, each seeks to re-present 
the past, to explore its intersections with the present, and to help ensure 
that the Victorian era will continue to have meaning today. 


