Fiction and history: some thoughts

1) The Interext

2) Linda Hutcheon historiographical metafictions (The Poetics of Postmodernism (Routledge, 1988))
“What is foregrounded in postmodern theory and practice is the self-conscious inscription within history of the existing, but usually concealed, attitude of historians toward their material. Provisionality and undecidability, partisanship and even overt politics – these are what replace the pose of objectivity and disinterestedness that denies the interpretive and implicitly evaluative nature of historical presentation.” Linda Hutcheon. The Politics of Postmodernism. 2nd Edition. London; New York: Routledge, 2002.: 71.)

History in the postmodern moment becomes histories and questions. It asks: Whose history gets told? In whose name? For what purpose? Postmodernism is about histories not told, retold, untold. History as it never was. Histories forgotten, hidden, invisible, considered unimportant, changed, eradicated. It’s about the refusal to see history as linear, as leading straight up to today in some recognisable pattern – all set for us to make sense of. It’s about chance. It’s about power. It’s about information. (Brenda Marshall cited in Keith Jenkins, On ‘What is History’: From Carr and Elton to Rorty and White (London; New York: Routledge, 1995), p. 38).

Postmodernism will encourage the spread of many-voiced history, as people of all types write local, regional, and national histories – whatever, in fact, meets their needs. If it does meet their needs, all well and good. The only thing that they cannot do is to claim it as ‘true’. I find this approach deeply worrying. […] Denial of a ‘true’ history plays into the hands of those who have a vested interest in a denial of their own – namely that the Holocaust actually happened. What postmodernism does is to accept the right of neo-Nazis and other so-called ‘revisionists’ to claim that the genocide of six million Jews never took place, and at the same time sabotages the right of those who oppose them to appeal to the ‘truth’. (John Warren, The Past and its Presenters: An Introduction to Issues in Historiography (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1998), p. 19.)

For many, the postmodernist position is a disabling one – postmodernists are just epistemological pluralists, with no firm general position available to them, and so, however radical they may seem as critics, they lack a settled external viewpoint, and this means that so far as real-life ongoing politics is concerned, they are passively conservative in effect. (Christopher Butler, Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 61)

3) (Postmodern) Narrative Conventions: e.g. Love

Once the first avowal has been made, “I love you” has no meaning whatever; it merely repeats in an enigmatic mode – so blank does it appear – the old message (which may not have been transmitted in these words). I repeat it exclusive of any pertinence; it comes out of the language, it divagates – where? […] The word (the word-as-sentence) has a meaning only at the moment I utter it; there is no other information in it but its immediate saying: no reservoir, no armory of meaning. Everything is in the speaking of it: it is a “formula,” but this formula corresponds to no ritual; the situations in which I say I-love-you [je t’aime] cannot be classified: I-love-you is irrepressible and unforeseeable. (Roland Barthes, A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments, trans., Richard Howard (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), p. 147, 148-9.)

The postmodern reply to the modern consists of recognising that the past, since it cannot really be destroyed, because its destruction leads to silence, must be revisited: but with irony, not innocently. I think of the postmodern attitude as that of a man who loves a very cultivated woman and knows he cannot say to her, ‘I love you madly’, because he knows that she knows (and that she knows that he knows) that these words have already been written by Barbara Cartland. Still, there is a solution. He can say, ‘As Barbara Cartland would put it, I love you madly.’ At this point, having avoided false innocence, having said clearly that it is no longer possible to speak innocently, he will nevertheless have said what he wanted to say to the woman: that he loves her, but he loves her in an age of lost innocence. If the woman goes along with this, she will have received a declaration of love all the same. Neither of the two speakers will feel innocent, both will have accepted the challenge of the past, of the already said, which cannot be eliminated; both will consciously and with pleasure play the game of irony. […] Both will have succeeded, once again, in speaking of love. (Umberto Eco, ‘Postmodernism, Irony, the Enjoyable,’ in Peter Brooker, ed., Modernism/Postmodernism (London; New York: Longman, 1992), p. 227.)

“It has become difficult to imagine literature without love.” This, the opening proposition of John Bayley’s The Characters of Love (1960), is true in more ways than one. The representation of erotic love between fictional characters has, of course, been a staple of western fiction since at least the Middle Ages. It has even been possible to argue that at a more profound level the novel as a genre is structured according to a “romantic triangle” of desire and rivalry. The author’s relation to his or her characters, too, has been described as a form of love. […] Finally, the erotic relation can also serve as a productive model for the text’s relation to the reader. Narratives “seduce” their readers, in the sense that they solicit and attempt to manipulate relationships […]. Love, it appears, makes fiction go round; or at least it circulates everywhere in fiction.


Love as a principle of fiction is, in at least two of its senses, metaleptic. If authors love their characters, and if texts seduce their readers, then these relations involve violations of ontological boundaries. An author, by definition, occupies an ontological level superior to that of his or her character; to sustain s relation with a character […] means to bridge the gap between ontological levels. Similarly, the text that seduces its reader reaches across an ontological divide to become a force to reckon with in the reader’s world. (Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction (London; New York: Routledge, 1987), p. 222.)

4) Parody and Heteroglossia

“Parody – often called ironic quotation, pastiche, appropriation, or intertextuality – is usually considered central to postmodernism, both by its detractors and its defenders. For artists, the postmodern is said to involve a rummaging through the image reserves of the past in such a way as to show the history of the representations their parody calls to our attention. […] With parody – as with any form of reproduction – the notion of the original as rare, single, and valuable (in aesthetic or commercial terms) is called into question. This does not mean that art has lost its meaning and purpose, but that it will inevitably have a new and different significance. In other words, parody works to foreground the politics of representation.” (Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 89-90.)

“Heteroglossia, once incorporated into the novel (whatever the forms for its incorporation), is another’s speech in another’s language, serving to express authorial intentions but in a refracted way. Such speech constitutes a special type of double-voiced discourse. It serves two speakers at the same time and expresses simultaneously two different intentions: the direct intention of the character who is speaking, and the refracted intention of the author. In such discourse there are two voices, two meanings and two expressions.” (Mikhail Bakhtin, ‘Discourse in the Novel’ in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, ed., Michael Holquist, trans., Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), p. 324.)

5) Uncertainty and Indeterminacy

“The instability of the fictional ‘world’ in which we find ourselves, and the difficulty of our coming to know it in any reliable way, is obvious in many such postmodernist fictions. Everything from simple logical contradictions in Robbe-Grillet to paranoia in Pynchon to comic fantasy in Barthelme, to detective stories Chinese-boxed inside other detective stories, as in Paul Auster, gets in the way. In such work, simple facts about the world of the novel are contradicted, there may be no reliable centre of consciousness and the narrator, for example Oedipa Maas in Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), may be notoriously confused, or perhaps mad, that is, in that ambiguious mental state which affects a fair number of postmodernist protagonists.” (Christopher Butler, Postmodernism: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), p. 69.) 

“The function of the term totalizing, as I understand it, is to point to the process (hence the awkward ‘ing’ form) by which writers of history, fiction, or even theory render their materials coherent, continuous, unified – but always with an eye to the control and mastery of those materials, even at the risk of doing violence to them. […] In very general terms, the postmodern questioning of this totalizing impulse may well have its roots in some sort of 1960s’ or late romantic need to privilege free, unconditioned experience. But this need seems to be countered these days by an equally strong terror that it is really someone else – rather than ourselves – who is plotting, ordering, controlling our life for us.” 9Linda Hutcheon, The Politics of Postmodernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2002), p. 59-60.)

And Atonement (?): 
atonement [əˈtəʊnmənt] n 

1. satisfaction, reparation, or expiation given for an injury or wrong

2. (Christian Religious Writings / Theology) (often capital) Christian theol 

a.  the reconciliation of man with God through the life, sufferings, and sacrificial death of Christ

b.  the sufferings and death of Christ

3. (Christian Religious Writings / Theology) Christian Science the state in which the attributes of God are exemplified in man

4. Obsolete reconciliation or agreement 

[from Middle English phrase at onement in harmony]

Dunkirk or a wartime hospital can be novelistically realized but they cannot be re-invented … It is an eerie, intrusive matter, inserting imaginary characters into actual historical events. A certain freedom is suddenly compromised; as one crosses and re-crosses the lines between fantasy and historical record, one feels a weighty obligation to strict accuracy. In writing about wartime especially, it seems like a form of respect for the suffering of a generation conscripted into a nightmare. (‘An Inspiration, Yes. Did I Copy from Another Author? No.’ The Gaurdian 27th Nov 2006 1-2)     

What are the distances between what is real and what is imagined? Catherine Moreland the heroine of Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey, was a girl so full of the delights of gothic fiction that she causes havoc around her when she imagines a perfectly innocent man capable of the most terrible things. (IM in Ian McEwan: The Essentail Guide ed. M. Reynolds and J Noakes (Vintage 2002) p.20)
Some  passages:

pp.3ff 

BT’s play (see Mansfield Park) and performance (p. 367)

pp. 29ff
The vase (p. 43, 313, 333) (see Alexander Pope Rape of the Lock (1717)) --- see also the House, and grounds, the Library, the Temple (below) and the family picturtes. 
pp.66ff 
Mrs Tallis (or Mrs Tallis as remembered by BT) as Mrs Dalloway 

pp.72ff

The Temple (the politics of the picturesque and the commercial later in 

text):  ‘Tragedy had rescued the temple from being entirely fake’
{pp. 38ff
Cecilia and Robbie at the fountain  

pp. 311ff
( the Modernist story  ‘Two Figures by a Fountain’ 

}pp. 369
( the novel (?) 

pp.91ff

Robbie as a character from fiction (D.H.L et al; A.J Cronin, C.P Snow) 

and in his own fiction— the metanarrative of social advancement (see 

also politics of 1980-90s) 

pp. c.250ff
The Dunkirk Spirit as fiction (English metanarrative)

pp.306 ff 
Luc Cornet in Lucilla Andrews’ autobiography No Time for Romance: 

her soldier is English, has lost both eyes, matter-of –fact.

‘I saw it as a love scene, even though it’s a dying scene … [an] eruption of feeling form Briony … [without which] there would be something too unreliable about her account of love’ (IM interviewed by John Sutherland ‘Life Was Clearly too Interesting in the War’ The Guardian 3 Jan 2002)

pp. 353ff
The exposure of fiction (?):  

‘a proper postmodern artefact, wearing its doubts on its doubts on its sleeve, on the outside, as the Pompidou does its escalators.’ (James Wood ‘The trick of Truth’ review in The New Republic 21 March, 2002)  

IM on BT: ‘The most complete person I’d ever conjured’ (in Reynolds and Noakes The Essential Guide p. 23) --- NB  young BT doesn’t believe in character post VW; old BT is losing her own character and confesses to not being able to ‘read’ the character of others.  
pp. 360 
BT’s problem with research and sources 
