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PERCEIVING REALITY IN HISTORICAL FICTION

Kim Wilson

History’s referents are presumed to be real;

fictions are not.
(Hutcheon 1988, p.119)
PART I: Theorising the perception of reality in historical fiction

Historical fiction poses an ambiguous reality. It is an uncomfortable, problematic way of retelling the past. Its fictive element cannot be denied and yet it is something other than purely creative writing. The tag ‘historical’ lends this type of literature gravitas and an assumed intrinsic reality. Whilst authors often strenuously assert their work is one of fiction they will in the same context offer numerous examples of their adherence to the official historical record. Essential to this discussion on perceiving reality in historical fiction is the concept of truth. Truth is often understood as belonging to the consensus of a group, with the group’s judgement based on the tacit agreement of right and wrong or, of what lies inside and outside boundaries. In this sense it is our communal understanding and our faith in that understanding that causes us to define what is true and what is otherwise. ‘Culture is not natural it is ‘made by us’’ (Hutcheon 1989, p.2) and cultural communities make truth possible. If truth is the property of a community in a particular historical and cultural context then reality becomes relative to the context in which that truth was understood. Historical fiction’s dual claim to reality and fiction, and the seamless fusion of both (McHale, pp.90-91), makes the perception of reality in this genre slippery. At what point does our understanding of a text transform from historical recreation to historical fabrication? To what extent does fabrication in the context of historical fiction invalidate the truth value of the text? These are important questions when thinking about how reality is or can be perceived in accounts of the past that are story bound. 

There is a significant degree of similarity between history and historical fiction. Writers of both must reconcile their understanding of truth and how it functions within their text. Will it be dominant and unflinching or subtle and exposed? And in its application, will the truth of the text redefine the understanding of its target? There is similarity also in the purposes of both forms of writing. History’s purpose is not simply mimesis of past events – it is an analysis with the intention of understanding (Zagorin, pp.21-22). History and historical fiction gives the past order (Hutcheon 1988, p. 192) and allows meaning to be ascribed through patterning and explanation. Both allow for the construction of meaning through absent material and both will be understood differently depending on the subject position of the reader. However, the two forms of writing are not, as some post-modernist theorists have argued, interchangeable. Historical fiction is a kind of performative; it constructs the real as absolute but then performs the real as production. Performativity ‘consists in a reiteration of norms which precede, constrain and exceed the performer’ (Butler, p.234). Historical fiction is represented in performance when it takes a real event or person and creates a clearly articulated ‘story’ with beginning, middle and end together with some dramatic tension to keep the reader engaged. ‘In such cases, the role is recognised or understood as already scripted before the performance’ (Stephens, p.5). Historical fiction is in fact constrained by that epithet in its self-definition, ‘fiction’. 

PART II: Perceiving reality in fictional accounts of Joan of Arc
Saint Joan of Arc, as many biographers have commented, is the most well known and easily recognised woman from the middle ages. The textual evidence from her Trial and Rehabilitation provide a unique set of documents illuminating the life and crusade of this female prophet, warrior and religious icon. She was an unlikely heroine; born female, a peasant and to parents of some little standing in the village of Domremy. Yet what makes her rise to prominence particularly surprising is her avowed relationship to God. To the clergy of her day Joan’s refusal to perceive the ‘clerics as intermediaries between God and herself’ (Sullivan, p.128) was the most abhorrent aspect of her proclamations. By presenting ‘herself as intermediary between God and [the clergy]’ (Sullivan, p.128), Joan unwittingly challenged the position and more importantly the authority and power of the Church militant
. 

There is an abundance of biographies, interrogations and fiction concerning the life and historical context of Joan of Arc. The profundity of representation cautions us to be cognisant of the ideological positioning of the chronicler, biographer or story-teller. The first revision of the image of Joan occurred a little more than twenty years after her death. Politically motivated, the Rehabilitation trial cleared Joan of heresy and declared her holy, thus removing the taint of association for Charles VII. From this time onwards Joan’s fame blossomed and her image became firmly entrenched as a symbol of national independence. So much so, that when Voltaire wrote the ‘wickedly funny, racy, [and] bawdy’ poem La Pucelle d’Orléans (Warner, p.239), he provoked vehement hatred towards himself. Voltaire had defiled France itself.

In the 19th and 20th centuries Joan of Arc proved a fruitful protagonist for Children’s Literature. She serves the purposes of this genre of writing very well, providing a character who, engaged in a quest, is asserting her own agency and developing subjectivity. ‘Joan’s story tantalizes us today because of its unexplained passion and conviction’ (Meltzer, p.90). She blurs the boundaries of gender, social class and nationality – it is not without paradox that Joan of Arc is held as a symbol of forging nationhood in England
 (as well as other Western European countries). However, as an enigmatic historical figure redrawn as a fictional character, the perception of reality in these retold stories is difficult and shadowy. To pursue this line of enquiry I will be examining Nancy Garden’s Dove and Sword (1995), Michael Morpurgo’s Joan of Arc (1998), Edwin Fadiman’s The Feast Day (1973) and the 19th century Joan of Arc (1896) by Maurice Boutet de Monvel.
Each of the four texts under study has rudiments from the chronicles of the life of Joan of Arc. Yet not all aspects from the official historical record are retold as they were presented in the Trial. Moreover, the way in which some incidents are performed in these fictional accounts deftly bends the reader’s perception to new directions. Following is Joan’s own account of her first visitation.

The first time I was terrified…I heard the voice on my right hand, towards the church. There was a great light all about…I saw it many times before I knew it was Saint Michael. (Trask, p.15)
Significant in this account is the sensory focus on the intangible feeling. In the Trial transcripts Joan often commented on the sublime sensation she felt when her voices were manifest and on the yawning sadness when they departed. Interesting to note then is how this first transcendental vision is portrayed in fictional accounts. In Boutet de Monvel’s tale the Archangel Michael immediately appeared out of a dazzling light. Michael Morpurgo’s ‘voice’ declared itself with obvious alacrity: 
‘I am the archangel Michael, Joan’ (24). 
Fadiman was a little wilier; he foregrounded the identity of the voice by placing Joan at Mass on the morning of her first visitation. During the service the statue of the archangel Michael smiles at Joan ‘quite naturally, as though it [was] a normal and friendly thing to do’ (p.23), Joan was left with an extraordinary and expectant feeling. Later that day Joan, 
‘saw a cloud from which there poured forth a light…a voice spoke…[with] force and clarity, the voice was gentle, almost humble. It spoke quietly (pp.38-39). 

She asked, Who are you? The voice was silent. (pp.42-43)
The reader could not doubt ‘the voice’ that first speaks to Joan is none other than the archangel Michael. 
All three texts leave us with an account of Joan not quite in line with her own explanation. However, if we shift subject positions we may be able to perceive an equal but different reality to the one defined by Joan. What these examples of historical fiction tap into is the story of Joan constructed by the Trial judges. Through their questioning the clerics exposed their belief that truth of divinity is made manifest in what can be seen, not through what is felt. In the initial days of the Trial Joan refused to give her voices a tangible form; perhaps the more detailed descriptions of their bodily shape provided in the later days was an effort to mollify her judges. This aside, what can be understood is that each text is indeed presenting an understanding of reality – but it is that belonging to the interrogators. The subtle re-positioning of the reader in these texts is problematic. Each text has positioned the reader to see the tale unfold from Joan’s point of view; however, there are fissions in each story that when compared to the official historical record are from the point of view of her judges and executioners. Surely this creates an ambiguous reality. Does it therefore challenge the truth value of the text?
I want to leave that question hang a little longer and turn now to the dilemma of the entirely fictional element of historical fiction. Fadiman’s The Feast Day makes clever strategic use of religious schemata. In his story, Joan was holding a stone in each hand during the first visitation. Afterwards,

She looked numbly at the stones in her hands – and dropped them…She was halfway to the church before she noticed that both her hands were bleeding. In her ecstasy, she had clutched the stones too tightly. (Fadiman, p.49) 
Fadiman adroitly employs easily recognized schemata to convey the sanctity of the impending heroine. In this way the message of the story of Saint Joan is communicated concisely and effectively but it does not rest well. Such an event exists nowhere in the official historical record and indeed, if it did belong to reality it would have been lauded and amply documented for it was just the type of sign that the people of Joan’s day were looking for. This leaves the reader then, with an uncomfortable retelling of the past. The historical line has been crossed, with no evidence of the seam that holds together the fictional and the real. Fadiman has written about a real historical figure, providing an afterword which furnishes the reader with an historical (not fictional) account of the eventual fate of Joan. He is claiming from the reader their assumption of the intrinsic reality of historical fiction but includes fabricated detail. A less sophisticated reader would not perceive the subtlety between events actual and events schemata. 

Presenting the reader with material additional to the historical record is not the only way to take liberties with the reader’s faith in the gravitas of the genre of historical fiction. Like any other form of literature the ideological positioning of the author bears some influence on the nature of the text produced. In Boutet de Monvel’s Joan of Arc, Charles VII is referred to, on a number of occasions, as occupying the ‘shameful indolence of his royal existence’ (p.32). There is certainly some evidence that gives credence to this interpretation of Charles. After the deliverance of Orléans, Charles was reluctant to make his way to Rheims to be crowned King of France. His unwillingness to make the journey could well be interpreted as indolence but it could also be understood as wisdom, after all the royal retinue had to pass through a good deal of enemy territory in order to reach Rheims. Furthermore, after Charles’ coronation he 

…turned his efforts toward the reconquest of the kingdom… Above all, with the Ordinance of Orléans in 1439, he established the foundation of a permanent army and created the Free Archers, who would become the gendarmes of modern France. (Pernoud & Clin, p.167)

The variety of interpretation reiterates the contention that History’s purpose is not simply mimesis of past events – it is an analysis with the intention of understanding (Zagorin, pp.21-22). For the French Boutet de Monvel writing in the republican fervour of the 1890s, the idleness and incompetence of royalty was authentic. France had endured one hundred years of instability as the political structures oscillated between monarchy and republic. By the 1880s the Third Republic was gaining popularity and one of  the many reforms introduced was free public education for children aged between six and thirteen years. It is interesting to note that ‘in [school] textbooks “patriotic” figures such as … Joan of Arc …enjoyed prominence’ (Jones, p.224). The cultural community of Boutet de Monvel makes his analysis of the evidence, his truth, possible. The influence of historical context is also evident in Boutet de Monvel’s attire for Joan. Her male apparel is often covered by a dress type cloak. Whilst it was no longer illegal for Joan to dress above her class in Boutet de Monvel’s era
, in an indubitably Catholic society cross gender dressing was still perceived as unnatural. As a work of historical fiction in the present age, the changing nature of truth makes Boutet de Monvel’s Joan of Arc a problematic way of retelling the past.

In the extant documentation of the life of Joan of Arc, very little reference is made to the relationship between Joan and her family. We know that her family joined her at various times during her year of fame; we also know that they benefited from Charles’ good favour – the family was ennobled and given the name ‘du Lys’. The process of reading both historical documentation and historical fiction is a process of gap filling. Filling gaps that are non-essential makes very little difference to the content but, constructing gaps self-consciously results in a redefinition of our understanding. Joan’s story will of course be interpreted differently – mystic or crazed depending on your theological positioning. The fictional author will naturally fill gaps to create a marketable story. Michael Morpurgo for example, writes of a tender loving relationship between father and daughter. When Joan is reunited with her father: ‘the two of them clung to each other, neither wanting ever to let go’ (Morpurgo, p.86). However, Marina Warner, using the same absent material, argues the opposite in her biography of Joan of Arc. Warner believes that the lack of extant family feeling is noteworthy when one compares it to Joan’s ‘generous and spontaneous’ use of the word “love” when referring to ‘her standard, her saints, [and] the king’ (p.187). Warner deduces that Joan’s reticence speaks volumes. It is a convincing argument yet impossible to irrefutably validate. The filling of gaps in history and historical fiction makes for engaging reading but does leave the perception of reality a muddied task.


In light of the analysis to this point Nancy Garden’s Dove and Sword uses a very different approach in her novelistic recount of Joan of Arc. The entire story is narrated by Gabrielle, a (fictional) friend. By only allowing the reader to know the heroine through a secondary reference, Garden skilfully replicates the unknowability and mysteriousness of Joan. Moreover, by providing Joan with an utterly loyal friend who perceives both the person and her visions as unadulterated truth, Garden confirms the reality of that which we might otherwise be sceptical. When the first visitation is narrated Gabrielle tells the reader that Joan ‘was talking, though there was no one with her’ and that ‘it was the look on her plain, honest face that made us stare. An inner light shone from her…’ (p.8). With the emphasis on the ethereal nature of the voices together with the intangible feeling engendered by their visit, Garden’s recount is the closest to Joan’s explanation. Much later in the tale, when relating Joan’s attempted escape from the tower of Beaurevoir castle Garden leaves the nature of her escape vulnerable to interrogation. The judges at Joan’s Trial made much of her jump from the parapet. It was a predicament for Joan, she could not deny the leap was taken but nor could she declare the desire to end her life, suicide was an act of heresy. In Garden’s novel then, Gabrielle is told that, ‘“She fell”… “or jumped, or someone pushed her from the tower” (p.303). The nature of the act is left just as uncertain as Joan’s own account. The ambiguity in this instance creates a tale that bears greater resemblance to the official historical record. 

There are traces of reality in all four examples of historical fiction discussed above. Defining elements of the story of Joan of Arc are discernible in each of the tales: her voices and divinity, the cross gender dressing, soldiering, capture and trial, and burning at the stake. But are these traces of reality sufficient to create a true understanding of the character of Joan? 
Boutet de Monvel’s Joan is especially angelic (note his drawings of her in ‘feminised’ male clothing with wing like train at the back (p.29)). She is the greater good in comparison to royalty, her actions are not interrogated by the discourse and she boldly condemns her judges in the final stages: ‘… “take good heed what you do, for truly I am sent by God, and you put yourselves in great peril”’ (p.53). She was the right sort of Joan for the period, absolute and courageous in her beliefs and patriotism. Fadiman’s Joan was good and beautiful, ‘she was not full of pride. She was, instead, full of the truth’ (p.58). Joan in this tale takes on a mothering quality, 
She [Joan] thought of the Dauphin as a little doll she could put in her pocket and take out, secretly at night, and mother. (Fadiman, p.77)

Moreover, Fadiman’s Joan is shown as partially transformed into male guise from the outset, all depictions of her in this book are with short hair. You may also notice that in every drawing of her subsequent to the first visitation, she is outlined in white. The message being conveyed here was that it was not her marvellous victories that made her celestial; it was her innate divinity. 

Michael Morpurgo’s Joan is never quite alone, being accompanied from the earliest days by a little white sparrow, Belami. His Joan is gentle but self-assured and courageous. She is cushioned by a loving family and unlike Boutet de Monvel’s Joan who threatens her judges with eternal damnation in the final moments; Morpurgo’s Joan accepts her fate gracefully.

“Out of your own mouth you have condemned yourself to the fire,” said Cauchon.

“I know,” Joan replied. “Let it come swiftly…” (Morpurgo, p.113)


Of all the accounts then, it would seem as though Nancy Garden’s remote Joan of Arc would most faithfully retell the story of Joan. And yet despite the clever placement of the reader in the hands of Gabrielle to emphasise the unknowability of the heroine, the novel speaks volumes of the age in which it has been written. Gabrielle is a healer and accompanies Joan’s campaigns, also in male dress – in the guise of a squire. Remarkably, when Gabrielle is found out by the doctor to whom she is apprenticed she is accepted affectionately as though she were his own daughter. Moreover, later in the novel when Gabrielle is in the company of Christine de Pizan what feels like a very 20th century discussion takes place where Christine tells Gabrielle ‘that women can do nearly all things as well as men if they wish it and the need is there’ (p.260). Whilst such feminist dialogue was indeed occurring at this time
, Garden has generalised it across society by making numerous other references to the capabilities and equality of females to males. Feminist sentiments were still in the minority during the middle ages and certainly the church perceived them as an abomination. Garden’s anachronistic generalised historical context changes our perception of Joan of Arc. It makes her appear more easily assimilable into the consciousness of the people, than was indeed the case, a misleading assumption to profess. 

The perception of reality in historical fiction is most certainly fraught with complexity. The reader understands that the ‘fictional’ tag probably means that certain events or people are ‘made up’; however, they are also working from the assumption that there is a core narrative – those traces of the original – that provides the text with an intrinsic reality. We are of course unlikely to find a homogenous portrayal of Joan of Arc and whilst I agree with Zagorin that History is more than mimesis, it is also for understanding; I think ultimately that the ambiguous realities of historical fiction do challenge the truth value of the text, making the perception of reality in this genre a difficult task indeed.
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� For a comprehensive analysis of the historical context that facilitated Joan’s rise to prominence see Marina Warner’s Joan of Arc: the Image of Female Heroism. 


� ‘Winston Churchill, it should be remembered, wrote a highly sympathetic account of Joan, admonishing “every soldier” to read her story.’ (Meltzer, p.94)





� Sumptuary laws regulating dress codes for different social classes were abolished 100 years earlier as a result of the French Revolution.


� Christine de Pizan (1364-1430) was a medieval writer, rhetorician and critic. She was an early feminist who challenged the misogyny evident in the arts, family, law and politics.
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