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Introduction

Historiography and literature are verbal representations of actions and events 
that either have happened or could happen in the human lifeworld. As such, 
they possess an uncanny ‘family resemblance’ that has impelled theorists since 
Antiquity to define the limits of the two ‘sister arts.’ Historiographical texts, 
from one point of view, are liable to veer towards fiction. This is the case, for 
example, when biographies describe the mental states of their protagonists1 or 
when factographical texts venture into “virtual history,” whose ancient prece-
dent is the so-called Alexander digression in Livy’s Ab Urbe Condita. Defending 
Livy’s discussion of what would have happened if Alexander had waged war on 
Rome against charges of inconsequentiality, Ruth Morello has observed how such 
fictional devices continue to be perceived as a threat to positivist history: “Ortho-
dox historians have tended to dislike attempts to think counterfactually about the 
past, on the grounds that ‘virtual history’ offers little more than entertainment 
and degenerates too easily into banal trivialities.”2

Literature, on the other hand, frequently borrows its subject matter from 
history – be it historical persons, events, places, or social realities – and thus 
encroaches upon the domain of historiography. As a result, the development of the 
two discourses is entangled and often competitive. Sixteenth-century Britain may 
serve as a case in point. At the time, historians like Polydore Vergil and John Stow 
were discrediting the hitherto popular stories regarding the mythological origins 
of various peoples,3 particularly the theory of the Trojan diaspora that saw Aeneas’ 
descendants found both Rome and Britain.4 One might plausibly  hypothesize that 

1 Cf. Carolyn G. Heilbrun. “Is Biography Fiction? [With a response by Joan M. Weimer.]” Sound-
ings: An Interdisciplinary Journal 76 (1993), pp. 295–314. Heilbrun relates the question to the pol-
ysemy of the word “fiction,” but seems in general agreement with Roland Barthes’ quip that 
any form of biography produces “a novel that dare not speak its name” (p. 295; Cf. Barthes. “Ré-
ponses.” Tel Quel 47 (1971), p. 92.)
2 Ruth Morello. “Livy’s Alexander Digression (9.17–19): Counterfactuals and Apologetics.” The 
Journal of Roman Studies 92 (2002), pp. 62–85, p. 62.
3 That the material was popular does not, of course, mean that it was universally regarded as 
credible. When Polydore Vergil insists that these stories were once believed to the letter, this 
ought to be seen as part of the construal of the ‘gullible’ Middle Ages by a Renaissance thinker. 
Regarding the Arthurian tradition, Gaia Gubbini’s article in this volume argues that medieval 
writers were predominantly incredulous of the monarch’s historical existence.
4 Arthur Alfaix Assis observes a “boom in humanistic historiography” in the sixteenth century, 
noting how metahistoriographical texts, the artes historicae, became popular in post-Tridentine 

https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110604276-001


2   Jan Mosch

the absence of King Arthur from the Shakespearean stage5 – despite the consid-
erable creative and commercial appeal that this legend must have exerted – is 
connected to an attempt to match the humanists’ emphasis on the veracity of their 
accounts. Mythologically speaking, King Arthur was the dynastic link between 
Aeneas and the ruling Tudor family. The early Tudors still tried to exploit this 
notion for political gain: Henry VII’s older son was christened Arthur. He died, 
however, before he could succeed his father, and as a consequence, England saw 
the reign of King Henry VIII, not the return of the “once and future king” promised 
in the Arthurian material. Combined with the humanists’ acerbic source criticism 
and the established use of history for the discussion of good governance,6 this 
apparent triumph of contingency over mythologized providence seems to have 
favored a demand for stage productions that, poetic license notwithstanding, pur-
ported to make the ‘actual’ past present: “Think, when we talk of horses, that you 
see them/Printing their proud hoofs i’ th’ receiving earth,/For ’tis your thoughts 
that now must deck our kings,/Carry them here and there, jumping o’er times.”7

The argument that such transtemporal leaps constitute “a form of naivety” 
on part of the early modern authors, i.e. a mere “metaphysics of presence” that 
has long been deconstructed, has been rejected by Jean-Christophe Mayer,8 who 
suggests adapting Paul Ricoeur’s concept of lieutenance – the idea that narratives 
stand in for, or take the place of, the inaccessible past – for the study of history 

Catholic Europe, too. In this context, the author discusses Jean Bodin, whose Method for the 
Easy Comprehension of History (1566) did away with the idea of the Trojan lineage of Europe as 
well: What Is History For?: Johann Gustav Droysen and the Functions of Historiography. New York: 
Berghahn, 2014, spec. p. 32.
5 The absence of King Arthur from virtually the entire early modern dramatic canon is a curi-
ous and multifarious phenomenon. For a deeper discussion, cf. the article by Susanne Friede in 
this volume.
6 Jessica Winston has demonstrated the influence that the Mirror for Magistrates (1559), a com-
pendium of poems with historical subjects, exercised on the first English tragedies, arguing that 
the playwrights “were not interested in the specific period of English history presented in the 
Mirror, but liked the way that history functioned in the book: admonishing magistrates and facil-
itating political discussion” (“National History to Foreign Calamity: A Mirror for Magistrates and 
Early English Tragedy.” Shakespeare’s Histories and Counter-Histories, edited by Dermot Cavan-
agh, Stuart Hampton-Reeves, and Stephen Longstaffe. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2006. – For a survey of the genealogy and the ideologically divergent functions of the English 
history plays, see also the other papers in that volume.)
7 Shakespeare, Henry V, Pro.27–30. – William Shakespeare’s plays are quoted from The Norton 
Shakespeare, edited by Stephen Greenblatt et al. New York: Norton, 1998.
8 Jean-Christophe Mayer. “The Decline of the Chronicle and Shakespeare’s History Plays.” 
Shakespeare’s English Histories and their Afterlives, edited by Peter Holland. Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2010, pp. 12–23, pp. 18–19.



Introduction   3

plays. In line with the playwrights’ own ideology, such an approach would ulti-
mately make literature a conduit to the past, a form of access that is more imme-
diate than the one provided by the historians’ tracts. A comparable subversion 
of the boundaries of the invented and the empirical currently occurs in fiction 
studies,9 where compositionalism – the view that texts can be both factographical 
and fictional – has found some traction.10

If, in summary, there is no consensus on the respective epistemological 
and ontological achievements and limits of historiography and literature,11 we 
propose that in order to move forward we must look back to the entwined devel-
opment of the two kinds of writing. Since Antiquity, the two discourses have been 
bound up in productive processes of exchange but have also tried to prove their 
respective relevance by ‘othering’ the neighboring formation, marking it as men-
dacious or philosophically irrelevant. This introduction will present a brief his-
torical sketch of that discursive entanglement, followed by an overview of the 
papers of the present volume, which aims to analyze the specific potentials of 
history in literature.

One might object that the alleged proximity of historiography and litera-
ture is a phenomenon that did not become relevant until the eighteenth century, 
when the novel started to engender its “reality effect” (Roland Barthes) through 
minute topographical and social descriptions. Editorial fiction thrived at the same 
time; the locus classicus for this phenomenon would seem to be Daniel Defoe’s 

9 For a comprehensive overview, cf. Jean-Marie Schaeffer. “Fictional vs. Factual Narration.” 
The Living Handbook of Narratology, edited by Peter Hühn et al. Hamburg: Hamburg University. 
http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/fictional-vs-factual-narration. Accessed 18 April 2018. 
See also Irina O. Rajewski and Anne Enderwitz. “Einleitung.” Fiktion im Vergleich der Künste und 
Medien. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2016, pp. 1–18. The authors address, among other aspects, the “Na-
poleon problem” (p. 2) – the question whether a historical character in a text is best described as 
fictitious/fictional/real/pseudo-real, etc.
10 See, for example, Eva-Maria Konrad. “Signposts of Factuality: On Genuine Assertions in Fic-
tional Literature.” Art and Belief, edited by Ema Sullivan-Bissett, Helen Bradley, and Paul Noor-
dhof. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017, pp. 42–62.
11 This highlights, of course, the general difficulty of defining literature. A diachronic overview 
of literary theory is provided by the essays in Mimesis, Repräsentation, Imagination, edited by 
Jörg Schönert und Ulrike Zeuch. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2004. – Joachim Küpper has argued that lit-
erature is characterized by its rhetorical mode (e.g. lack of referentiality, code elasticity, and the 
reader’s associative ‘roaming’ in a secondary world): “Was ist Literatur?” Zeitschrift für Ästhetik 
und Allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft 45 (2001), pp. 187–215. In the following, it will be assumed 
that the theoretical attempts to sequester literature and historiography from each other result 
from the anxiety that their specific codes or modes be misconstrued, e.g. a fictional text be read 
as factographical and vice versa, which endangers the text’s specific values – and the reader’s 
cultural capital.

http://www.lhn.uni-hamburg.de/article/fictional-vs-factual-narration
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 Robinson Crusoe (1719), which (in its first edition) poses as a work of historiogra-
phy, i.e. an actual castaway’s journal that has been prepared for publication by 
an anonymous editor12: “The Editor believes the thing to be a just History of Fact; 
neither is there any appearance of fiction in it.”13

It is certainly true that realist literature challenged readers in new ways to 
distinguish between fact and fiction; in the case of Crusoe, the reader is required 
to recognize that the editor is another character in the text and that his opinion on 
the veracity of the account does not elevate its referential status in the empirical 
world. Although ludic in nature, the inclusion of this conceit can be seen as an 
improper change of the terms of the implicit ‘pact’ between readers and writers. 
Eva-Maria Konrad, for one, has sought to demonstrate that editorial fiction cannot 
guard itself against charges of dishonesty simply by taking recourse to Philip Sid-
ney’s succinct statement that “the Poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore never 
lieth.”14

Nevertheless, the rivalry between historiography and literature is much 
older than editorial fiction or the reality effect. The more pertinent point seems 
to be that both kinds of text share an anthropocentric bias as products of human 
culture and consciousness. Aristotle famously defines poetry as an imitative art 
whose “objects of representation [mimesis]” are “living persons,” or, literally, 
“men doing or experiencing something.”15 The subject matter of historiography 
is not at all dissimilar; any distinction must therefore rely on the ontological 
status or referentiality of what is verbally mediated in each case: “The difference 
between a historian and a poet is not that one writes in prose and the other in 
verse – indeed the writings of Herodotus could be put into verse and yet would 
still be a kind of history, whether written in metre or not. The real difference is 
this, that one tells what happened and the other what might happen.”16

12 In keeping with this fictitious historiographical approach, the full title reads: The Life and 
Strange Surprizing Adventures of Robinson Crusoe of York, Mariner: Who lived Eight and Twenty 
Years, all alone in an un-inhabited Island on the Coast of America, near the Mouth of the Great 
River of Oroonoque; Having been cast on Shore by Shipwreck, wherein all the Men perished but 
himself. With An Account how he was at last as strangely deliver’d by Pirates. Written by Himself.
13 [Daniel Defoe.] “The Preface.” The Life and Strange Surprizing Adventures… London: W. Tay-
lor, 1719.
14 Cf. Eva-Maria Konrad. “The Poet, he nothing affirms, and therefore never lieth’?: An Anal-
ysis of Editorial Fiction.” Diegesis 4 (2015), pp. 1–17. http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de: 
hbz:468-20150519-150018-3. Accessed 18 April 2018.
15 Aristotle. Poetics. Aristotle in 23 Volumes, vol. 23, translated by William H. Fyfe. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1932, 1447a. The literal translation is suggested by Fyfe in n. 1.
16 Ibid., 1451a–1451b.

http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:468-20150519-150018-3
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:hbz:468-20150519-150018-3
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It seems that the distinction is fairly unproblematic for Aristotle, who uses 
a similar argument at the beginning of the Poetics when he contrasts Homer’s 
poems and Empedocles’ hexametric rendering of physiological knowledge: “But 
Homer and Empedocles have nothing in common except the metre, so that it 
would be proper to call the one a poet and the other not a poet but a scientist.”17 
For future centuries, however, the crucial question turned out to be whether such 
a distinction is possible at all times, at least on part of the recipient. One might 
object here again that the rhetorical mode of certain genres such as the medieval 
annals or lyrical poetry is obvious. Hayden White, for one, has contended that the 
elliptical style of the annals (as opposed to the chronicles and narrative history) 
is indicative of a pre-modern attitude towards history – a worldview hardly con-
cerned with cause and effect or human agency,18 which puts it at a farther remove 
from the aesthetic unity ascribed to works of literature. However, even in the 
examples quoted by White, the focus of the annals is typically on the weather, 
the harvest, or political developments such as raids and the royal succession. 
There is, in other words, an anthropocentric bias to this kind of history-writing, 
a focus on the survival of a community of people. In a similar vein, lyrical poetry 
has latterly become the focus of narratological analysis and is increasingly read 
as a narrative genre that mediates a “temporal sequentiality of events.”19 It is 
therefore no exaggerated conclusion that the distinction between factography 
and fiction is always precarious without appropriate context. A modern reader 
who happens upon the following excerpt of the Annals of Saint Gall might be for-
given for thinking that they were dealing with a poem that uses rhetorical devices 
(anaphora), visual poetry (empty lines), and intertextual references (the biblical 
account of the Deluge) to articulate a vision of the world’s spiritual emptiness and 
destruction:

709. Hard winter. Duke Gottfried died.
710. Hard year and deficient in crops.
711. 
712. Flood everywhere.20

17 Ibid., 1477b.
18 Hayden White. The Content of the Form: Narrative Discourse and Historical Representation. 
Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1987, p. 6.
19 Cf., for example, Peter Hühn and Jens Kiefer. The Narratological Analysis of Lyric Poetry: Stud-
ies in English Poetry from the 16th to the 20th Century, translated by Alastair Matthews. Berlin: 
de Gruyter, 2011.
20 Anon., Annals of Saint Gall, quoted in White, Content of the Form, pp. 6–7.
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This mock interpretation is, to be sure, fanciful, but it accentuates Aristotle’s 
important observation that there is no inherent formal criterion for the distinc-
tion of factographical and fictional texts. One ancient text to problematize this 
situation is the second-century treatise The Way to Write History by Lucian of 
Samosata, which remarks that “it is a great, a superlative weakness, this inability 
to distinguish history from poetry.”21 The author maintains that history-writing, 
like “talking, seeing, or eating,” is too often regarded as requiring no instruc-
tion – and that the verification of facts is therefore neglected in favor of popular 
embellishments.22 In particular, this Second Sophist criticizes the use of eulogies, 
arguing that what many historians “seem not to know is that poetry and history 
offer different wares, and have their separate rules. Poetry enjoys unrestricted 
freedom; it has but one law – the poet’s fancy.”23 As a result, flying horses or the 
gods are suitable subjects for poetry, or so Lucian argues; prose historiography, on 
the other hand, should never employ fictitious elements lest it become “nothing 
but poetry without the wings; the exalted tones are missing; and imposition of 
other kinds without the assistance of metre is only the more easily detected.”24

Under Lucian’s satirical gaze, then, historiography must keep its distance from 
literature so as not to turn grotesquely androgynous: “What, [should we] bedizen 
history, like her sister, with tale and eulogy and their attendant exaggerations? 
[You might] as well take some mighty athlete with muscles of steel, rig him up 
with purple drapery and meretricious ornament, rouge and powder his cheeks.”25 
The use of a gendered, i.e. hierarchical, image, much like Lucian’s scorn of histo-
riography as a natural talent, betrays his attention to history as a skill – not just 
epistêmê, but also technê – of the educated elite. A pepaideuménos himself, the 
learned man speaks up against any embellishments that might turn historiogra-
phy into a popular form; he warns that the “vulgar may very likely extend their 
favour to this; but the select (whose judgement you  disregard) will get a good deal 
of entertainment out of your heterogeneous, disjointed, fragmentary stuff.”26

21 Henry W. and Francis G. Fowler, editors. The Way to Write History. The Works of Lucian of 
Samosata. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905, pp. 109–136, p. 113.
22 The treatise alleges that it is a common vice among contemporary historians merely to write 
down whatever comes into their mind; Peter von Möllendorff reads this as a parody of enthu-
siasm. Cf. “Frigid Enthusiasts: Lucian on Writing History.” The Cambridge Classical Journal 47 
(2001), pp. 117–140. Ultimately, Lucian’s critical portrayal of enthousiasmós among historians is 
another aspect of his argument that history must keep its distance from poetry.
23 Lucian, The Way to Write History, p. 113.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid., p. 115.
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As Lucian’s treatise makes clear, the anxiety that provoked many critics to 
insist upon a strict sequestering of historiography and literature from each other 
is only partly motivated by epistemological concerns. What is at stake is, on the 
one hand, certainly a paradigm of knowledge: since literature is not bound by the 
standards of empirical truth, a positivist model of history must presuppose a dis-
cernible distance of historiography and literature. On the other hand, however, 
the ability to recognize the specific codes of the two forms is turned into cultural 
capital; to distinguish between the objectivizing impetus of science and the defa-
miliarizing technique of art27 becomes a marker of learning. The case of Heinrich 
Schliemann, who controversially28 claimed to have excavated the ‘Homeric’ town 
of Troy, is lodged in cultural memory precisely for what Schliemann celebrated 
as his insightful subversion of this distinction: “Trusting to the data of the Iliad, 
the exactness of which I used to believe in as in the Gospel itself, I imagined that 
Hissarlik […] was the Pergamus [i.e. the citadel] of the city.”29

Claims to the truth are a commonplace of early modern metahistoriograph-
ical and metafictional tracts. Arguing that “the historians’ law is that a writer 
should neither dare to say a falsehood, nor shrink from telling a truth,” Polydore 
Vergil’s English History (1533) paraphrases earlier accounts of English origins 
with the hardly concealed intention that they be recognized as falsehoods:

So then, it is written in that book, of whatever quality it may be, that Brutus was the son of 
Silvius, the agreed son of Aeneas’ son Ascanius, and when he had traveled through Greece 
and conquered Aquitaine, by the instruction of Diana he sailed to Britain and killed off the 
giants, who possessed the island at the time, when they speedily flocked together under 
arms to drive off the newcomers. Then he occupied the island and named it Britain after 
himself, and so Brutus was the father of the British nation and empire.30

Stating that writers like Livy and Dionysius of Halicarnassus do not mention this 
Brutus, Polydore Vergil leaves it up to his readers (whose erudition he has praised 

27 The allusion is, of course, to Viktor Shklovsky’s essay “Art as Device” (1917).
28 The controversy persists to this day because the claim that Schliemann found ‘Homer’s Troy’ 
is arguably false; what he did find was a stratum of the town which Homer used as the setting of 
the narrative. But the process of fictionalization is unilateral; a fictional text cannot be used to 
make referential claims about the empirical world. On topography and the reality effect, cf. the 
essay by Joachim Küpper below.
29 Heinrich Schliemann. Troy and its Remains: A Narrative of Researches and Discoveries Made 
on the Site of Ilium, and in the Trojan Plain, translated by anon., edited by Philip Smith. London: 
John Murray, 1875, p. 17.
30 Book 1, §19. – Quotations from Polydore Vergil are based on the Anglica Historia (1555 Ver-
sion), edited by Dana F. Sutton. The Philological Museum. The Shakespeare Institute of the Uni-
versity of Birmingham. http://www.philological.bham.ac.uk/polverg/. Accessed 18 April 2018.

http://www.philological.bham.ac.uk/polverg/
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in an initial captatio benevolentiae) to tell fact from fiction, adding only that it is 
an ancient custom to aggrandize one’s tribal lineage:

[…] many peoples have dared to trace their ancestry even to the gods, as Roman authors 
took the lead in doing, so that the beginnings of their nation and its cities would be more 
dignified and blesset, and those things, though they were taken from poetic fictions rather 
than incorrupt records of things done, have nonetheless been taken for the truth.31

In his Survey of London (1598), the historian and antiquarian John Stow follows 
in Polydore Vergil’s footsteps when he explains that mythological, i.e. fictional, 
historiography had legitimate reasons among the ancients, but is not the appro-
priate frame for his own work:

As the Roman writers, to glorify the city of Rome, derive the original thereof from gods and 
demi-gods, by the Trojan progeny, so Geoffrey of Monmouth, the Welsh historian, deduceth 
the foundation of this famous city of London, for the greater glory thereof, and emulation 
of Rome, from the very same original. For he reporteth that Brute, lineally descended from 
the demi-god Aeneas, the son of Venus, […] built this city near unto the river now called 
Thames, and named it Troynovant, or Trenovant. But herein, as Livy, the most famous histo-
riographer of the Romans, writeth, antiquity is pardonable, and hath an especial privilege, 
by interlacing divine matters with human, to make the first foundation of cities more hon-
ourable, more sacred, and, as it were, of greater majesty.32

While these historians do not speak up against poetry per se, they use it ostenta-
tiously as a foil for their own labors so that their emphatic truth claims threaten 
the legitimation of literature: why deal with what is invented or feigned if other 
discourses deal with what is real? Even though the humanists’ source criticism 
was only one mosaic piece in the general debate about the mendacity of litera-
ture (and the concomitant controversy about the instructive and corruptive qual-
ities of theater), early modern historiography challenged literature to define its 
own achievements. Literary theory responded by citing the ancient authority of 
Aristotle. Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesy (c. 1579, published 1595) is typical in 
arguing that literature is valuable (more so than historiography, in fact) because it 
re-presents what is real in some higher, idealized form – and thus feeds back into 
empirical reality by edifying and reforming its audience:

But now it may be alleged that if this imagining of matters be so fit for the imagination, 
then must the historian needs surpass, who brings you images of true matters, such as 
indeed were done, and not such as fantastically or falsely may be suggested to have been 
done. Truly, Aristotle himself, in his discourse of poesy, plainly determineth this question, 

31 Ibid.
32 John Stow. A Survey of London, edited by William J. Thoms. London: Whittaker, 1842, p. 1.
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saying that poetry is philosophoteron and spoudaioteron, that is to say, it is more philosoph-
ical and more studiously serious than history. His reason is, because poesy dealeth with 
katholou, that is to say with the universal consideration, and the history with kathekaston, 
the  particular. […]

For, indeed, if the question were whether it were better to have a particular act truly or 
falsely set down, there is no doubt which is to be chosen, no more than whether you had 
rather have Vespasian’s picture right as he was, or, at the painter’s pleasure, nothing resem-
bling. But if the question be for your own use and learning, whether it be better to have it 
set down as it should be or as it was, then certainly is more doctrinable the feigned Cyrus in 
Xenophon than the true Cyrus in Justin.33

Sidney’s argument is astute. Anticipating the ethical objection that truth is of a 
higher value than falsehoods, he concedes the point, but proceeds to introduce 
a comparison between different media: paintings, i.e. mimetic media,34 should 
conform with their external reality; literature, by contrast, i.e. a medium that 
is both mimetic and fictional, may depart from reality in order to teach a spe-
cific lesson (which we must imagine as true on a higher plane, that of reason). 
From a critical perspective, one might add that Sidney’s appropriation of Aris-
totle is probably a misinterpretation. Aristotle does indeed concede that a poet 
may both invent his material and draw on history for inspiration so long as the 
criterion of verisimilitude is observed: “Even supposing he [the poet] represents 
what has actually happened, he is none the less a poet, for there is nothing to 
prevent some actual occurrences being the sort of thing that would probably or 
inevitably happen, and it is in virtue of that that he is their ‘maker.’”35 However, 
current readings of Aristotle doubt that he is the detractor of historiography36 
that Sidney and other champions of literature make him out to be; moreover, it 
has been argued that poetic universality can only claim the, as it were, limited 
universality of human interactions37 (as opposed to natural laws or the universal 

33 Philip Sidney. The Defence of Poesy. The Major Works, edited by Katherine Duncan-Jones. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, pp. 212–251, pp. 223–224.
34 Cf. Joachim Küpper. “Mimesis und Fiktion in der Literatur, Bildenden Kunst und Musik.” 
Zeitschrift für Ästhetik und Allgemeine Kunstwissenschaft 53 (2008), pp. 169–190.
35 Aristotle, Poetics, 1451b.
36 Cf. Thornton C. Lockwood. “Aristotle on the (Alleged) Inferiority of History to Poetry.” Read-
ing Aristotle: Argument and Exposition, edited by William Wians and Ron Polansky. Leiden: Brill, 
2017, pp. 315–333.
37 Cf. Malcolm Heath. “The Universality of Poetry in Aristotle’s Poetics.” The Classical Quarter-
ly 41 (1991), pp. 389–402. – Heath argues that for Aristotle, poetry deals with what is universal 
under certain circumstances. It would make no sense to describe Achilles as the kind of person 
who is likely to cause the death of his friend; it makes very good sense, however, to describe Achil-
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applicability of mathematics) and that the classification of literature as philo-
sophical must therefore be taken cum grano salis.38 Ultimately, as Joachim Küpper 
argues below,39 there is a clear motive for Aristotle’s emphasis on the universaliz-
ing traits of verisimilitude; the ninth chapter of the Poetics is not so much a cele-
bration of literature vis-à-vis history as it is an attempt to delineate its function in 
such a way that it will not consist of futile inventions.

Of course, misinterpretations have creative potential,40 and one may concede 
that Sidney’s argument for the supremacy of literature is in keeping with the early 
modern tradition across Europe. Frequently, writers would choose a historical 
topic with the express intention to introduce a metafictional and metahistorical 
discussion. The prologue to Wallenstein’s Camp (1798) by Friedrich Schiller, for 
example, argues that historiographical writing cannot adequately represent the 
character of Wallenstein because historians are too deeply entangled in the par-
ticular ideologies of the Thirty Years’ War. Art is suggested as a counter-discourse, 
dealing – in keeping with Schiller’s poetological postulates – with what is univer-
salized as human nature:

Confused by party hate and party favor
Perception of his character is varied
But now art will contrive to bring him nearer
To both your eyes and hearts as only human.
For art, which limits and unites all things,
Will always trace back each extreme to nature,
Will see a man caught in the stress of life
And lay the blame for more than half his guilt
On the misfortune of unlucky stars.41

Truth – though truth grounded in credibility, in verisimilitude – became the 
commodity of the playwrights: “Such as give/Their money out of hope they may 
believe,/May here find truth too.”42

les as the kind of person who, under the conditions of the Trojan War as laid out in, for example, 
the Iliad, acts in such a way that the death of his friend is likely or even necessary (pp. 389–390).
38 Silvia Carli. “Poetry Is More Philosophical Than History: Aristotle on Mimesis and Form.” The 
Review of Metaphysics 64 (2010), pp. 303–336.
39 Cf. the first essay in this volume.
40 Cf. Cristina Savettieri. “The Agency of Errors: Hamartia and its (Mis)interpretations in the 
Italian Cinquecento.” Poetics and Politics: Net Structures and Agencies in Early Modern Drama, 
edited by Toni Bernhart et al. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2018, pp. 149–168.
41 Friedrich Schiller. “Prologue.” Wallenstein. The Robbers, Wallenstein, edited by Francis J. 
Lamport. London: Penguin, 1979, pp. 163–170.
42 Shakespeare, Henry VIII, Pro.7–9.
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The individual poetics of different authors notwithstanding, the main argu-
ment supported by Sidney remains largely intact in early modern times. One final 
example may suffice. In Gondibert (1651), a work loosely based on Paul the Dea-
con’s Historia Langobardorum, William Davenant tries to revive the Homeric epic 
by blending it with the five-act structure of English Renaissance drama. Tellingly, 
he includes a long preface in which he justifies his choice of subject, arguing that 
the remote setting of his work would preserve him from any misguided insistence 
upon the historical accuracy of his version by those who

know not the requisites of a Poem, nor how much pleasure they lose (and even the 
pleasures of Heroick Poesie are not unprofitable) who take away the liberty of a Poet, 
and fetter his feet in the shackles of an Historian: For why should a Poet doubt in Story 
to mend the intrigues of Fortune by more delightfull conveyances of probable fictions, 
because austere Historians have enter’d into bond to truth? an obligation which were 
in Poets, as foolish and unnecessary as is the bondage of false Martyrs, who lye in 
chains for a mistaken opinion: but by this I would imply, that Truth narrative and past, 
is the Idol of Historians (who worship a dead thing) and truth operative, and by effects 
continually alive, is the Mistress of Poets, who hath not her existence in matter, but 
in reason.

Davenant’s differentiation between two kinds of truth – past and operative – 
clearly relies upon the Aristotelian distinction between historiographical and 
philosophical texts, while his strategy to “mend […] Fortune” shows that Dav-
enant makes an (in hindsight, doomed) attempt to resist the model of historical 
contingency peddled in the English history plays by reactivating both the ancient 
form of epic and Aristotle’s strictures about the verisimilar, non-particular matters 
of poetry. Historical truth is denigrated as a form of capture – “shackles,” “bond,” 
“bondage,” “chains” – whereas literature emerges as the locus of freedom qua 
the universal principle of reason.

The idea that literature might be equal to historiography when it comes to 
representing the past has gained support in poststructuralist theory and post-
modernist narratives. From Clifford Geertz’ “thick description” to Hayden White’s 
emphasis on the “tropics of discourse” to the New Historicist conflation of text and 
context, textualist approaches to culture and the past have become the leading 
theoretical paradigm within only a few decades. Hayden White, in particular, has 
argued that the hegemony of modern narrative historiography corresponds to a 
need for closure that temporal reality as such (what in Shakespeare’s most cogent 
exploration of nihilism, Macbeth, is called the “petty pace” of “tomorrow, and 
tomorrow, and tomorrow”)43 can never satisfy. Narrative history thus materializes 

43 Shakespeare, Macbeth, 5.5.19–20.
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as a libidinous, wish-fulfilling genre that is perilously close to fictional literature: 
“The demand for closure in the historical story is a demand, I suggest, for moral 
meaning, a demand that sequences of real events be assessed as to their signifi-
cance as elements of a moral drama.”44

In line with its general distrust of authority and a singular truth, postmod-
ernism has reacted to White’s critique of history in that subset of historical novels 
that Linda Hutcheon called historiographic metafiction. According to Hutcheon’s 
definition, these novels propagate a textualist view of the past, one that makes 
historiography and fiction virtually indistinguishable: “Since the [historical] doc-
uments become signs of events, which the historian transmutes into facts, as in 
historiographic metafiction, the lesson here is that the past once existed, but that 
our historical knowledge of it is semiotically transmitted.”45

The critique of academic history has spawned an analytical impulse to 
read literature as referential. A recent volume edited by David Konstan and 
Kurt A. Raaflaub, Epic and History (2009), has surveyed the epic as a quasi- 
historiographical form, a space both of invention and memory. In his chapter 
on “Traditional History in South Slavic Oral Epic,” John Miles Foley maintains 
that oral epic encodes a form of “traditionally constituted history,” by which he 
refers to a “historical model” that contests “the perspective of modern, textual-
ized history” and that “may come into conflict with outsiders who claim a differ-
ent truth” but that also “boasts an immediacy, adaptability, and continuity that 
conventional history cannot match.”46 Raymond F. Person, a scholar of religion, 
has built on Foley’s model of history to discuss biblical historiography.47 Drawing 
on the psychologist Keith Oatley’s claim that “fiction can be twice as true as 
fact” because it supplements “truth as empirical correspondence” with “truth as 

44 White, Content of the Form, p. 24.
45 Linda Hutcheon. A Poetics of Postmodernism: History, Theory, Fiction. New York: Routledge, 
1988, pp. 122–123.
46 John Miles Foley. “Traditional History in South Slavic Oral Epic.” Epic and History, edited by 
David Konstan and Kurt A. Raaflaub. Boston: Wiley-Blackwell, 2009, pp. 347–361, pp. 355–356.
47 One might note in passing that the nineteenth-century controversy about Schliemann’s dis-
coveries was also a debate about the historiographical referentiality of the Bible (and, by ex-
tension, the veracity of its revelatory content). As David Gange and Rachel Bryant Davies have 
shown, Schliemann’s remark about his trust in the Iliad as though it were the gospel is not a 
rhetorical hyperbole; for Schliemann and his contemporaries, the theory of Homeric Troy en-
compassed the historical existence of Biblical cities like Sodom and Gomorrah as well. Cf. “Troy.” 
Cities of God: The Bible and Archaeology in Nineteenth-Century Britain, edited by David Gange 
and Michael Ledger-Lomas. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2013, pp. 39–70, p. 46.
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 coherence within complex structures” and “truth as personal relevance,”48 Person 
concludes that “traditional history can be twice as true as modern history.”49

One might observe critically, however, that this statement only reiterates 
what literary theory has claimed for centuries by substituting the term “(tradi-
tional) history” for “literature.” The celebratory tone misses the point that coher-
ence and personal relevance are recognized qualities of literature; referentiality, 
by contrast, is not, as Oatley points out as well: “But fiction is not empirical truth. 
It is simulation that runs on minds of readers just as computer simulations run 
on computers.”50

What, then, is gained and what is lost by the weakening of generic bounda-
ries? A recent volume edited by Paulina Kewes has looked at The Uses of History 
in Early Modern England (2006). In her introductory statement, Kewes maintains 
that “Renaissance poetry, drama, and prose historiography, which were often 
written by the same people, routinely shared aims and preoccupations.”51 As a 
consequence, she suggests that scholars should look at “the uses of history in 
all its shapes and forms”52 and proposes to investigate “’literary’ and ‘factual’ 
writings side by side, avoiding traditional chronological and disciplinary divi-
sions and the artificial separation of secular from ecclesiastical history.”53 Kewes’ 
ambitious project to attain a holistic view of “the deployment of history for 
political, religious, moral, aesthetic, or commercial purposes”54 is clearly to be 
praised. The premise that literature and historiography were “often” written by 
the same people is, however, open to doubt, at least as far as canonized authors 
with popular audiences are concerned. The most important objection to arise is 
that the equation of historiography and literature negates the special rhetorical 
mode of fictional literature, its function as a historiosophic or metahistorical dis-
course. Early modern English drama, to stay with a pertinent example, routinely 
introduces metatheatrical witticisms that challenge the statement at the surface 
level. In Shakespeare’s Henry VIII (c. 1612), the archbishop Cranmer looks at an 

48 Raymond Person, Jr. “Biblical Historiography as Traditional History.” The Oxford Handbook 
of Biblical Narrative, edited by Danna Fewell. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016, pp. 73–83, 
p. 78.
49 Ibid.
50 Keith Oatley. “Why Fiction May be Twice as True as Fact: Fiction as Cognitive and Emotional 
Simulation.” Review of General Psychology 3 (1999), pp. 101–117.
51 Paulina Kewes. “History and its Uses.” The Uses of History in Early Modern England, edited by 
Paulina Kewes. San Marino: Huntington Library, 2006, pp. 1–30, p.7.
52 Ibid., p. 11.
53 Ibid., p. 30.
54 Ibid., p. 11.
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infant, Elizabeth, and tells the king how his daughter will grow up to be a marve-
lously felicitous and long-lived monarch. Henry replies:

This oracle of comfort has so pleased me,
That when I am in heaven I shall desire
To see what this child does, and praise my Maker.55

The play here produces two effects: on the one hand, it functions as a eulogy for 
the deceased Queen Elizabeth, prompting the audience to ponder the loss. On the 
other hand, the play discloses its function as an ideological tool, as an “oracle of 
comfort.” Much like the humanists, who did not tire of explaining the ancients’ 
reasons for fusing myth and history (to glorify their origins), the play polemically 
asks whether such ideological motives are not inherent in any historicizing text. 
If so, its polysemy gives literature the upper hand, or so the banter of the epi-
logue, only a few lines after the supposed tribute to Elizabeth, implies. Rather 
than unite the audience as a homogeneous group of mourners, the play promises 
to stimulate debate and uncover different agendas:

’Tis ten to one this play can never please
All that are here: some come to take their ease,
And sleep an act or two; but those, we fear,
We have frighted with our trumpets; so, ’tis clear,
They’ll say ’tis naught: others, to hear the city
Abused extremely, and to cry ‘That’s witty!’56

English Renaissance drama playfully resists Sidney’s notion that literature must 
be monadically doctrinal to legitimize its existence. History is not reduced to the 
role of an example, rolled, perhaps, into pleasurable scenes to be palatable for 
the masses, but otherwise similar to prose historiography. Instead, many plays 
question what the average groundling will, in the end, take away from the per-
formances. Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew (c. 1590) pokes fun at the 
drunkard Christopher Sly, who is apparently a regular playgoer, but misquotes 
Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy and cannot exactly remember the names of histor-
ical monarchs: “The Slys are no rogues. Look in the chronicles. We came in with 
Richard Conqueror.”57 Far from a didactically useful piece, to Sly, a chronicle is 
nothing but a historicizing record of his family’s worth and station. Similarly, Ben 
Jonson’s satirical comedy The Devil Is an Ass (1616) features a dialogue between 

55 Shakespeare, Henry VIII, 5.5.65–67.
56 Ibid., Epi.1–6.
57 Shakespeare, Taming, 1.1.3–4.
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the wealthy gentleman Fitzdottrel and the confidence trickster Meercraft. As 
Fitzdottrel proves unable to transfer the lessons of history – to beware of flatter-
ers and backstabbers – to his own situation, the dialogue calls into question the 
reformative power of historical drama:

Fitzdottrel. But Thomas of Woodstock,
  I’m sure, was Duke, and he was made away
  at Calais, as Duke Humphery was at Bury;
  And Richard the Third, you know what end he came too.

Meercraft.  By m’faith, you are cunning i’the Chronicle, Sir.

Fitzdottrel. No, I confess I ha’t from the playbooks,
  And think they are more authentic.58

The play simultaneously travesties and affirms the value of historical drama by rep-
resenting a character that does not profit from it and by re-framing the audience’s 
perception with a metatheatrical gag. This strategy is comparable to the intertwined 
discussion of history and literature in Miguel de Cervantes’ Don Quixote (1605–1615). 
Although the novel ridicules its protagonist for failing to differentiate between 
fiction and reality, one should not neglect the fact that the text poses as a work of 
historiography, i.e. an edition and translation of Arab sources. In the course of the 
narrative, Quixote emerges as a naive reader of both literature and historiography; 
he refuses to acknowledge that the libidinous space that is opened up by fictional 
literature remains confined to the text and the reader’s mind, but he also buys into 
the historians’ hubristic self-image: “History is a sacred kind of writing, because 
truth is essential to it; and where truth is, there God Himself is, so far as truth is con-
cerned.”59 Quixote, however, applies a double standard; earlier in the same debate, 
he considers himself unlucky that the historians have recorded his defeats as well:

“They might, indeed, as well have omitted them,” said Don Quixote, “since there is no 
necessity of recording those actions, which do not change nor alter the truth of the story, 
and especially if they redound to the discredit of the hero. In good faith, Aeneas was not 
altogether so pious as Virgil paints him, nor Ulysses so prudent as Homer describes him.”60

What Quixote outlines here is not the “sacred” historiography he propagates soon 
after; after all, the humanist historians are adamant that nothing be left out or 

58 Ben Jonson. The Devil is an Ass. The Devil is an Ass and Other Plays, edited by Margaret Kid-
nie. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, 2.4.8–14.
59 Miguel de Cervantes. Don Quixote de la Mancha, edited and translated by Edward C. Riley. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, p. 489, II, 3.
60 Ibid., p. 486, II, 3.
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added: “The first office of an Historiographer, is to write no lye. The second, that 
he shall conceal no truth for favour, displeasure or fear.”61 What Quixote describes 
is rather a literary truth, the one grounded in the Aristotelian concept of verisimil-
itude that calls for a hero with certain qualities. To complicate matters further, the 
novel Don Quixote does record its protagonist’s foibles, which would make it – 
according to the definitions given there – more historiographical than fictional. 
As so often, literature uses its code elasticity and freedom from empirical refer-
entiality to transcribe, test, and travesty the central tenets of other  discourses.

Skipping a few centuries, one can still encounter this playfully rhetorical 
mode in recent fiction, where it emerges once more as the defining quality of 
the literary discourse. Despite the theoretical celebration of the shared semiotic 
field of literature and historiography, postmodernist novels have, by and large, 
resisted the impulse to declare themselves, in the tradition of Sidney, the more 
dignified form; instead, they continue to open up spaces for the discussion of his-
torical meaning. It is only on the surface, for example, that Julian Barnes’ novel A 
History of the World in 10½ Chapters (1989) backs certain postmodernist values:

History isn’t what happened. History is just what historians tell us. There was a pattern, a 
plan, a movement, expansion, the march of democracy; it is a tapestry, a flow of events, a 
complex narrative, connected, explicable. […] And we, the readers of history, the sufferers 
from history, we scan the pattern for hopeful conclusions, for the way ahead.62

This statement, which echoes White’s reflections about the moral quest of histori-
ography, seems to be underscored by the novel’s approach, which, if one believes 
the title, champions incompleteness (“½”) and a relativistic openness to other 
narratives (“a history”). Looking at the first chapter, however, the reader will 
soon become aware of the pitfalls of revisionist history: the story of Noah’s ark 
is told by a woodworm that constantly insists on his impartiality and his reliabil-
ity as a narrator. As suspicious gaps in the chain of events make clear, however, 
his eye-witness report is hardly more trustworthy than the Biblical account. The 
“half-chapter,” by contrast, turns out to belie its unfinished state and perpet-
ual différance. It unfolds a quasi-authorial digression whose “insistence on love 
and on ‘objective’ truth as regulative ideas which enable us to take a stand and 

61 Polydore Vergil. De Rerum Omnibus, chapter X. Translation quoted after The Works of the 
Famous Antiquary, Polidore Virgil Containing the Original of all Arts, Sciences, Mysteries, Orders, 
Rites, and Ceremonies, Both Ecclesiastical and Civil, translated by John [recte Thomas] Langley. 
London: Simon Miller, 1663, p. 37. Early English Books Online. https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/
eebo/A65093.0001.001. Accessed 18 April 2018.
62 Julian Barnes. A History of the World in 10½ Chapters. London: Jonathan Cape, 1989.

https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A65093.0001.001
https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/A65093.0001.001
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thus make moral decisions” has been described as the novel’s main ideological 
thrust – one that, quite literally, “interrupts and disrupts the postmodern ‘logic’ 
of the ten stories.”63

A similar impetus is discernible in post-millennial fiction. Arthur Phillips’ The 
Tragedy of Arthur (2011) purports to be the first modern edition of Shakespeare’s 
(allegedly) lost Arthurian play. However, its introduction by the editor/narrator 
Arthur Phillips (who, due to complex legal reasons, is said to have the sole rights 
to the play) turns out to be a lengthy memoir, during which the narrator muses on 
his complicated relationship with his absent father, Arthur Phillips senior, who 
has spent most of his life in jail for forgery. The narrator suspects that the Arthu-
rian drama is another of his father’s frauds. The text of “Shakespeare’s” play is 
thus almost reduced to a coda,64 whereas the paratext, i.e. the “introduction,” is 
turned into the main event. In this way, the novel implicitly acknowledges the 
commercial pressures on the literary market and the ascendancy of prose texts 
since the eighteenth century. However, the sidelining of “Shakespeare” also rep-
resents the narrator’s struggle to resolve the oedipal relationship with his father 
and, by extension, the relationship between himself as a writer and his models.65 
Whether this is a successful enterprise, is left open. The narrator wonders 
whether he is right to recognize himself and his family in the various charac-
ters of the Arthurian play; the novel thus seems to argue that drama – based on 
identification rather than illusion – still has relevance alongside the reality effect 
of latter-day narratives. With regard to his autobiography, though, the narrator 
cannot help but note the inadequacy of restructuring his life according to liter-
ary models: “What sort of story is this, then? Not quite a tragedy, not for anyone 
else, anyhow. Not quite a comedy, not for me, anyhow.”66 The triple sense of the 
novel’s title, which alludes to “Shakespeare’s” play and the narrator’s and his 
father’s lives as “tragedies,” reminds the reader how  literary patterns  continue to 
shape our perception of contingent developments. The novel tenders an alterna-
tive. Completing a ritual of atonement inspired by Love’s Labour’s Lost, Phillips 

63 Christina Kotte. Ethical Dimensions in British Historiographic Metafiction: Julian Barnes, Gra-
ham Swift, Penelope Lively. Trier: WVT, 2001, p. 105.
64 It is worth reading nonetheless, as Philips has achieved an impressive imitation of Shake-
speare’s style.
65 Sujata Iyengar has pointed out that one of the interpretative riddles that the novel presents is 
the question “whether Arthur Phillips is prevented by his own Oedipal fantasies from acknowl-
edging the genuineness of the play.” See “Shakespeare and the Post-Millennial Cancer Novel.” 
Shakespeare and Millennial Fiction, edited by Andrew James Hartley. Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 2018, pp. 159–176, p. 172.
66 Arthur Phillips. The Tragedy of Arthur. 2011. London: Duckworth Overlook, 2012, p. 255.
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is barred from seeing his family for a year. Harsh though this may seem, the nar-
rator connects his conscious performance of an old dramatic plot to his epiph-
anic self-awareness: “All my empathy has gone into trying to understand fictional 
characters, fantasies of my own making.”67 By defamiliarizing tragedy, the novel 
adjusts its readers’ perspective, simultaneosuly celebrating this particular poten-
tial of literature and warning against mistaking narratives for ‘life.’

Analyzing the pseudo-historiographical novels of the eighteenth-century, 
which often claim to rest upon found documents such as Crusoe’s notebook, 
Everett Zimmermann has argued that this parody of the historian’s method ulti-
mately affirms the validity of representations:

Through these often skeptical explorations and evocations of historicist procedures, 
 eighteenth-century fiction makes history vulnerable. […] Yet […] the eighteenth-century 
novel is not pyrrhonist any more than eighteenth-century historiography is. Its demonstra-
tion of the capacities of fictional construction is also an imputation of potency to historical 
narration. History is challenged to differentiate the traces it accepts as foundational from 
those teased into meaning by novelistic narration, yet both historical and novelistic narra-
tive retain their potential for meaningfulness.68

This seems to be a recurrent trend in literature, which remains bound up with 
historiography – not as something identical nor as something entirely separate – 
in many ways. Literature, we posit in what follows, is not merely a way of making 
history palatable. The education of the recipients is indubitably relevant for many 
texts, at least as a strategy of legitimation, but as the existence of “unteachable” 
characters like Sly and Fitzdottrel shows, literature tends to mock and subvert 
the demands of literary and historical theory. The provision of popular pleasures 
certainly forms another motive for the deployment of history (ultimately, a com-
mercial one); the battle scenes of history plays provide a tantalizing spectacle, 
as attested by the fact that London’s Globe theater burnt down in 1613 when a 
theatrical cannon was improperly handled during a performance of Henry VIII. 
However, history is also the touchstone against which literature measures the 
limits of linguistic representation: “Can this cockpit hold/the vasty fields of 
France? Or may we cram/Within this wooden O the very casques/That did affright 
the air at Agincourt?”69

67 Ibid., p. 230.
68 Everett Zimmermann. The Boundaries of Fiction: History and the Eighteenth-Century British 
Novel. Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996, p. 55.
69 Shakespeare, Henry V, Pro.13–15.
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In order to investigate the manifold ways in which literary texts engage with 
history, and to explore the functions that history takes on in literature, from 
ideological hegemony to parodic criticism, the research group “Early Modern 
European Drama and the Cultural Net (DramaNet)” dedicated a conference to 
the pan-European tradition of history and drama, bringing together experts on 
medieval and modern literature and culture. Due to its paradigmatic status as 
the first mass medium,70 the focus was set on early modern drama, but glances 
at romances and the realist novel in terms of genre, and at classical times and 
the nineteenth century in terms of periodization, provide many links and ensure 
broad applicability. The case studies offer thorough interpretations of drama as 
a rhetorical mode that is as open to royal self-fashioning and soteriology as it is 
to travestying and subverting the means and ends of historical interpretation. 
In addition, the comparative analysis of metapoetic and historiosophic aspects 
sheds light on drama as a transnational phenomenon, demonstrating the impor-
tance of the cultural net that links the multifaceted textual examples from France, 
Russia, England, Italy, the Netherlands, and the Germanophone lands.

The collection opens with an essay by Joachim Küpper that discusses the rela-
tion between history and literature, starting from Aristotle’s Poetics (“Literature 
and Historiography in Aristotle and in Modern Times”). Küpper introduces eikós 
(the verisimilar, probable, or likely) as one of the most prominent concepts of the 
Poetics, whose ninth chapter makes a broad distinction between texts that deal 
with the universal, i.e. philosophical texts, and texts that deal with the particular, 
i.e. literature and historiography. The difference within the latter category is that 
literary texts ought to take recourse to eikós, whereas historiographical texts may, 
according to the Stagirite, dispense with it. Küpper elucidates the important func-
tion of that stricture: by conceding to literature a slightly higher degree of univer-
sality than to historiography, Aristotle defends it against charges of futility; the 
recipients’ impression that there is an “isomorphic relation between the causal 
laws governing the text’s actions and the ‘laws’ of human reality” gives fiction a 
greater philosophical quality. The essay proceeds to compare the ancient philos-
opher’s position with modern answers to the question why one should prefer the 
verisimilar over the real, i.e. why one should read a novel rather than a history 
book. Küpper argues that aesthetic pleasure cannot be a generally satisfactory 
answer and contends that the realist novel does not, in fact, offer any answer at 
all. Rather, novels of this type gloss over the fact that they represent made-up 
characters and events by insisting on the truth of what is told. The lasting success 
of realism, the essay concludes, is founded on this effet de réel, a technique most 

70 Cf. Joachim Küpper. The Cultural Net: Early Modern Drama as a Paradigm. Berlin: de Gruyter, 2018.
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suited to the post-heroic society in which identification must be supplanted by 
illusion.

Küpper’s contribution is supplemented, but also problematized in Blair 
Hoxby’s brief statement (“History, Myth, and Early Modern Drama”). Hoxby sug-
gests that the distinction between history and myth is less consequential than 
the distinction between “material that is treated as if it were myth – distilled into 
a fable – and material that is treated as if it were history: composed of a series 
of events and happenstances, of [...] recalcitrant particulars.” Observing that 
dramatists who distill history into myth have been superseded by playwrights 
who, like Shakespeare, highlight the contingency of history in their works, Hoxby 
argues that this pervasive change in taste took root during the historical turn of 
eighteenth-century Western philosophy. In evidence of this development, which 
he connects to the naturalization of Adam Müller’s conceptualization of history 
as tragedy, Hoxby cites philosophers like Johann Herder and literary critics like 
Maurice Morgann, both of whom championed the historical quality of Shake-
spearean drama. Pace Aristotle, such a ‘drama of contingency’ must, as Hoxby 
implies, not necessarily be regarded as an endeavor in futility because it facili-
tates, as Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel and others have emphasized, the nego-
tiation of moral freedom, which is, almost by definition, anthropocentric – and 
hence offers, one might gloss, a narcissistic pleasure.

The collection continues with two essays on history and literature in the 
Middle Ages. Gaia Gubbini introduces the Arthurian legend as a “tangled mix 
of reality and imagination,” arguing that even though the evidence for the his-
torical existence of Arthur is thin, the Arthurian myth is best understood as a 
nexus in which history and fiction intersect (“King Arthur in Medieval French 
Literature: History and Fiction, the Sense of the Tragic and the Role of Dreams 
in La Mort le Roi Artu”). King Henry II, to name but one example, used the ‘dis-
covery’ of Arthur’s grave at Glastonbury, identified with the mythical Avalon, 
to promote his political ends. Building on these observations, the second part 
of the essay draws attention to the anonymous thirteenth-century romance La 
Mort le Roi Artu. Gubbini argues that if the “thèse de l’architecte” is correct, that 
is, if the texts in the Lancelot-Graal cycle were written independently but con-
structed according to an overarching plan (much like a medieval cathedral), 
La Mort le Roi Artu may have been consciously conceived as the last part. This 
claim is borne out by an analysis of the text’s emphasis on death and corrup-
tion, both in its title and through the reintroduction of the traitorous character of 
Mordret, Arthur’s illegitimate son. Further illuminating the link between history 
and fiction, the essay demonstrates the potency of the idea of the tragic across 
genres. Employing ancient and medieval theories of dreams, Gubbini shows that 
Arthur’s dream of the Wheel of Fortune must be understood as a prophecy, not 
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as a lie or false vision; she submits, therefore, that the tragic, defined as the inev-
itability of destiny, is the predominant trait of Le Roi Artu.

Gubbini’s paper is complemented by Susanne Friede’s transmedial 
approach  to the Arthurian material (“When History Does Not Fit into Drama: 
Some Thoughts on the Absence of King Arthur in Early Modern Plays”). Friede 
points out that the Arthurian tradition was hugely popular in the romances of 
the Middle Ages (and has become so again in latter-day movies); in early modern 
times, however, Arthur featured peripherally at best, e.g. in some German carni-
val plays. Using this conspicuous absence as the vanishing point of her analysis, 
Friede compares the fictional worlds of the mystery plays, where heroes display 
their impeccable ethos and serve as typological examples for biblical protagonists 
and Christian virtues, with the Arthurian cosmos, which, replete with adultery 
and incest, hardly fits the requirements. One example for the heroic role model 
espoused by the mystery plays is Les Épitaphes d’Hector et d’Achille (1454), which 
represents Alexander the Great as an ideal prince. As the essay notes, the text 
takes its liberties with history so that Alexander dies an “appropriate” death: he 
is murdered by his servants, an occurrence that shows his generous nature whilst 
also teaching that social stratification is justified – noblemen should not trust 
their retainers. By contrast, the moral ambivalence of Arthur and the Knights of 
the Round Table does not lend itself to the propagation of the heroic model. The 
complex Arthurian world, Friede concludes, requires a narrative voice in order to 
establish the links between the protagonists’ subjective guilt, objective guilt, and 
the metaphysical framework represented by the Wheel of Fortune. In drama, the 
legend of the king who is a hero and a victim, the ideal and its corruption, cannot 
actualize its full meaning.

The third section of the present volume is dedicated to the early modern 
age. Julia V. Ivanova illuminates the genealogy of Mandragola by investigating 
discursive elements and rhetorical strategies that Niccolò Machiavelli’s text has 
in common with the Renaissance novel and the dialogue of the Quattrocento 
(“Machiavelli’s Soteriology and the Humanist Quattrocento Dialogue”). Ivanova 
points out that the humanists’ dialogues tend to stage quarrels about some given 
definite concept, e.g. the virtues of law and medicine, so as to hide their rhetor-
ical propensities: feigning several interlocutors, the authors could deny respon-
sibility and enjoy greater discursive liberty. Highlighting how the dialogues 
turned anthropology and ethics into negotiable, experimental domains, Ivanova 
cites contemporary stories about wicked clerics who try to seduce young women 
through selective wording, metonymy, and false logic. If the dialogues and narra-
tives create this rich context for the refutation of the New Testament’s evangelical 
message, Mandragola, Ivanova contends, must be interpreted as one such play 
that inverts or carnivalizes the gospel. Analyzing how the play inherited not just 
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the plots, but also the logic of the dialogues and the anti-clerical stories, the essay 
shows that the familiar interpretation of Mandragola as a political allegory, with 
Lucretia as Florence, is complemented by the new approach.

The analysis of the redefinition or rhetorical shift of values, i.e. paradiastole, 
is taken up in Pavel V. Sokolov’s essay on civic values in the early-modern Neth-
erlands (“Lucretia without Poniard: Pieter Corneliszoon Hooft’s Geeraerdt van 
Velsen between Livy and Tacitus”). Connecting the female protagonist of Pieter 
C. Hooft’s play, Machtelt van Velsen, to the “archetypal” rape victim Lucretia, 
Sokolov observes that rape accounts have traditionally been used to negotiate 
turning points in the development of a state. In Cicero and Ovid, the woman who 
takes her life after setting her family on a course of revenge features is a pivotal 
figure of Roman liberty; in Livy, Lucretia is an emblem of the republican virtues 
of gloria, modestia, and castitas. This changes, as Sokolov observes, with Tacitus, 
who is more pessimistic and posits Livia Drusilla, who yields to Augustus, as an 
“Anti-Lucretia” whose cowardice leads to tyranny. In all of these cases, however, 
rape is the experimentum crucis that puts ethical terms like liberty, prudence, 
and virtue to the test. Acknowledging Hooft as a writer who was esteemed for 
his lucid demonstration of the best principles of government, Sokolov embarks 
on a political interpretation of Geeraerdt van Velsen (1613). Remarking that the 
medieval history of the Netherlands had been fit into a macro-historical frame-
work – the fall of Rome and its promised rebirth –, Sokolov reads Hooft’s early 
modern tragedy as a palimpsest that takes recourse to Tacitist historiography 
and post-Machiavellian political rhetoric in order to stage heroic behavior for a 
monarchical age, that is, as useless and potentially harmful. In addition, Sokolov 
shows how Hooft adapted history to his needs: the suicide of the historical Mech-
telt is omitted; instead, the character is shown to hide her sorrow and to suffer 
for the future glory of the state. He concludes that Hooft uses the marginalized 
female voice to stage the triumph of prudence and Stoic providentialism over the 
heroic ethos.

The investigation of monarchical ideology in early modern literature is con-
tinued in the next paper, in which Ekaterina Boltunova focusses on the rela-
tionship between history and drama, specifically on the functionalization of 
nonfictional and fictional spaces, in the political system of absolutism (“The His-
torical Writing of Catherine II: Dynasty and Self-Fashioning in The Chesme Palace 
[Chesmenskii Dvorets]”). She introduces Chesme Palace as a site with a ‘double’ 
topography: Chesme is a maison de plaisance that was designed by Yury Felten 
and completed in 1777, but it is also the name and setting of a text that Catherine 
II wrote in the mid-1780s, i.e. at a time when the real palace contained 59 portraits 
of contemporary European monarchs as well as bas-reliefs of former Russian 
rulers. In the text, these representations come to life and discuss their  historical 
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roles. Whereas modern interpretations tend to read Catherine’s written work 
as a glorification of Russian culture (and as a stylistic exercise, i.e. a dialogue 
of the dead), contemporaries tended to focus on the political allusions and the 
expression of political views. It is with this strand of interpretation in mind that 
Boltunova reads Chesme Palace as a reassessment of Russian monarchs and as 
Catherine’s attempt to tip the scales in her own favor at the expense of Peter I, the 
first emperor of Russia. The text has satirical elements, showing dysfunctional 
rulers besotted with love, but it gives more positive examples as well, e.g. judi-
cious rulers whose designs only ran awry due to ill health. Catherine’s purpose, 
then, is to legitimize her position by highlighting her European kinship and by 
assessing her own person and position vis-à-vis her predecessors. Underlining 
the “masculine” features of successful female rulers, the dialogue presents Cath-
erine II as an ideal sovereign whose profile emerges from the portrayal of others.

Boltunova’s essay is complemented by Kirsten Dickhaut’s characterization 
of the situation in absolutist France (“History – Drama – Mythology”). Adapting 
theories that view drama as a model for the court and as an instrument of power 
and self-fashioning, Dickhaut regards Louis XIV as a king who actively sought to 
naturalize the relationship between history, drama, and mythology. As a first case 
in point, Dickhaut investigates the Sun King’s use of the Apollo myth, taking the 
Ballet de Cassandre (1651), in which Louis played the sun on stage, as her main 
example. The ideological entwining of the theater, mythology, and political and 
historical reality is further borne out by the observation that Louis supported the 
Copernican revolution, i.e. the dissemination of the heliocentric world picture. 
As a second case in point, Dickhaut revisits the Perseus myth, which served to 
ascribe heroic values to the monarch. Corneille’s Andromède, for example, forges 
a link between Perseus and the virtues of justice, prudence, and temperance – the 
attributes of a worthy hero and, by extension, the king. Under the absolute mon-
archy in France, the essay maintains, “drama becomes the place to show history 
in an allegorical-mythical way on stage.”

The fourth section comprises articles on eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
texts. Elena N. Penskaya characterizes farce as an “adjustable commentary” that 
accompanies grand genres and enters into dialogue with other texts (“Fielding’s 
Farces: Travestying the Historiosophical Discourse”). Farce is shown to thrive on 
exaggerated situations, physical humor, and nonsense; it is an ambivalent form 
that revolts against order and propriety but may also restore the social order it 
attacks. Over time, it developed into a sophisticated, internally consistent “trav-
esty model of a specific […] canon.” Mapping out the genealogy of that “travesty 
model,” Penskaya cites Francis Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle (c. 
1607) as a play that presents the ‘heroic’ deeds of a grocer’s apprentice. Exploring 
the castigation of literary ‘sinners’ in this and other plays, e.g. audiences that 
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consider themselves co-actors and co-authors during a dramatic performance, 
Penskaya brings the metaliterary aspects of farce to the fore. She goes on to argue 
that the heyday of farce, the 1720s and 1730s, was the time when tragic clichés 
exercised particular power. Against this background, she presents Henry Field-
ing as an author who gave much thought to history and theatrical aesthetics and 
developed a “travesty-based model of life theatricalization,” in which farcical ele-
ments would question the relationship of historical and dramatic characters. As a 
result, this “burlesque historiosophic commentary” ought to be able to dispel the 
impression that extraliterary realia and literary representations coincide; the use 
of theatrical metaphors and symbols in the historical discourse is subverted. By 
way of example, the essay analyzes Fielding’s Tom Thumb, which was reworked 
as The Tragedy of Tragedies in the early 1730s. Penskaya conducts a philological 
comparison of the four versions of the Tragedy of Tragedies, which are geared 
towards different modes of reception. She finds that for Fielding, as for Aristotle, 
history presents itself as a contingent series of events. Far from imprinting moral 
patterns on historical events, Fielding’s plays deploy farcical characters like 
Lockehobbes to undercut the interpretative patterns of historiography: “These 
instances, just like those, teach us/They teach us I don’t really know what.”

Turning from Fielding’s metaliterary criticism of clichés and textual recy-
cling to a Russian playwright who was concerned about what he perceived to be 
the all-too narrow archive of contemporary literature, the following paper intro-
duces Alexander Ostrovsky (1823–1886) as a polyglot who sought to broaden the 
repertoire. Olga Kuptsova takes particular issue with the idea that Ostrovsky pri-
marily wrote “slice-of-life” plays that capture, in the words of Jules Patouillet, 
“les mœurs russes” (“Ostrovsky’s Experience of the Creation of the European 
Theatrical Canon and Russian Stage Practice: Personal Preferences and General 
Trends”). As evidence for her position, Kuptsova cites the contents of Ostrovsky’s 
vast library, which contained works of the Western stages as well as tomes of lit-
erary criticism. Emphasizing the importance of understanding Ostrovsky in the 
pan-European context, she notes that the playwright translated from five differ-
ent languages, and did so, from the 1860s onwards, with a view to repertoire. 
In order to substantiate this biographical evidence with a reading of Ostrovsky’s 
plays, Kuptsova ties the “Hamlet mania” that gripped Ostrovsky’s generation to 
the The Forest (1871), a play about two actors who behave theatrically in real life. 
She then observes the importance of Shakespeare for Russian drama, noting how 
competing traditions of translation (the “free” adaptations of Germany and the 
“bound” translations of France) became influential in Russia at about the same 
time. Having offered dramas of France and the Spanish Golden Age as further 
examples, the essay concludes that Ostrovsky did “localize” his work – his plays 
often represent the lifestyle and sociolect of the merchant class in a specific part 
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of Moscow –, but that he went out of his way to fertilize his plays with plot ele-
ments that he found elsewhere, merging what is a local social reality in contact 
with globally disseminated literary artefacts to achieve verisimilitude in his plays.

Natalia Sarana’s essay adds some remarks on Ostrovsky in the context of a 
subgenre that she calls Bildungsdrama, or ‘drama of formation’ (“The Bildungs-
drama and Alexander Ostrovsky’s Plays”). Sarana contests the critical opinion 
that Bildung – a protagonist’s eventual achievement of maturity through his or 
her interaction with society – is a concept that, due to its processual character, 
belongs to the novel, not to drama. Having enlisted biographical criticism to show 
that Ostrovsky was interested in the psychological and educational possibilities 
of plays, she employs drama theory to demonstrate that plays can accommodate 
the protagonists’ shifts in perspectives and evoke empathy and understanding for 
the protagonists’ changing circumstances (and their reaction thereto). Applying 
this notion of Bildungsdrama to Ostrovsky’s works, Sarana finds that the idea of 
Bildung is often tied to a female character’s experience of marriage, which either 
features as the final step of the process or as a challenge that is resisted by the 
woman. This is the case, for example, in Belugin’s Marriage (1877), a play that 
has an evident connection to the nexus of novels that Elaine Hoffmann Baruch 
has called the “feminine Bildungsroman” – and hence to the tradition in Britain, 
France, Russia, and beyond (Emma, Jane Eyre, Madame Bovary, Anna Karenina). 
The Storm (1859) and Without a Dowry (1879) are analyzed as further examples 
of this patriarchal ideal of Bildung that sees life trajectories end in happiness or 
ruin, depending on the protagonist’s attitude towards marriage. The discussion 
then turns to Guilty Innocents (1883). In a play that is presented as Ostrovsky’s 
most elaborate examination of the theme, the pregnant protagonist is abandoned 
by her lover; her baby is soon left for dead. The dramatic action condenses no 
less than seventeen years: the woman becomes a successful actress and even-
tually learns that her son is still alive. Their reunion serves as an emblem of 
patience rewarded, but, Sarana argues, also as a structural reduplication of the 
pattern of Bildung when the son’s own journey towards maturity is retold by one 
of his fellows.

The final section of the volume engages with texts that are on their way into 
a new canon of world literature. Gautam Chakrabarti approaches nineteenth- 
century India as an interstitial space in which an Anglophile Bengal playwright 
tried to bridge notions of the Orient and the Occident, the past and the future 
(“‘Sail[ing] on the Pathless Deep:’ Michael Madhusudan Datta’s Dramatic Entan-
glements”). This agument is borne out by a careful analysis of biographical facts 
and documents, e.g. Michael M. Datta’s letters to friends, which show the play-
wright’s awareness and conscious cultivation of his “Western ideas and modes of 
thinking.” In his interpretation of Datta’s literary works, Chakrabarti focuses on 
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the dramatist’s interweaving of the “historical” and the “mythological,” particu-
larly in his play Sermista (1859), which draws upon an episode from a Sanskrit 
epic and was immediately translated into English by the playwright himself. Pos-
tulating that cultural historiography is a “prism” through which the consolida-
tion of the literary canon in colonial and, by extension, post-colonial India can 
be fruitfully analyzed, the essay argues that “Datta’s plays […] serve as discursive 
models for the entangled process through which history and drama permeate each 
other.” Chakrabarti’s central metaphor of “entanglements” – which captures, 
among other things, Datta’s life between India and Europe, Datta’s plays between 
ancient texts and the modern vernacular, and the relation between literature and 
history in colonial India – is further corroborated by a comparative reading of 
Sermista and Schiller’s Mary Stuart. Employing Johann W. von Goethe’s notion 
of world literature and recent critical adaptations of that concept, Chakrabarti 
highlights the structural similarities of the two plays, each of which features two 
female protagonists in respective positions of power and subalternity.

The dissemination of texts through the (virtual) cultural net is also central 
to Toni Bernhart and Janina Janke’s understanding of folk literature and their 
report on how they staged a newly discovered German folk play that is, in turn, 
derived from a novella in Giovanni Boccaccio’s Decameron (“The Crystallization 
of Early Modern European Drama in the Folk-Theater Tradition in Tyrol: The 
Marienberg Griseldis from 1713, Staged in 2016”). The essay initially familiarizes 
its readers with the German-speaking South as a space with a vibrant tradition 
of popular theater. Acknowledging that the reduplication of existing genres as 
folk poetry, folk plays, etc. serves no critical purpose, the authors problema-
tize the notion of folk literature and suggest a typological approach: a plausible 
concept of folk literature ought to be tied to the use of a marginal language, a 
place of production that is distant from politico-cultural centers, and a heteroge-
neous audience. Ideologically, folk literature resisted the industrial age and was 
sometimes intended to define a communal cultural identity against the otherness 
of, for example, French ‘civilization’ (to use Herder’s dichotomy). Bernhart and 
Janke tender the Griselda myth, based on the last novella in the Decameron, as 
an example of a narrative complex whose spread throughout global literatures is 
well-documented, but whose traces in the German folk-play tradition have not 
been sufficiently studied. During their archival research, the authors discovered 
an anonymous Griselda play from 1713 in the Benedictine abbey of Marienberg 
in South Tyrol. Describing the tension between the present and the original cul-
tural contexts of the play as particularly intriguing and productive, the authors 
go on to report about their own staging of the Marienberg Griseldis in the newly- 
constructed subterranean library building of the abbey. The authors discuss their 
decisions during the production, not least their invitation to eight local amateur 
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troupes, which ultimately led to the proliferation of the character of Griselda – 
she was played by five actresses of three generations in every performance. Bern-
hart and Janke’s scholarly and creative approach to the constellation of history 
and literature is an important reminder that literature, as part of the cultural net, 
has two ties to the historical process: in its creation and its reception.

The volume concludes by presenting DS Mayfield’s deliberations on litera-
ture and rhetorical ventriloquism (“Rhetorical Ventriloquism in Application”). 
The essay addresses the functions of putting personified voices into writing (or on 
stage) by assigning, for example, invented speeches to dramatic characters that 
are based on historical figures, by imagining, within a given text, the recipients’ 
response to it (“you will say that…”) or by insisting on the ‘famous last words’ of 
this or that person. Introducing the topic with an analysis of autobiographical 
writing, specifically Augustine’s Confessions, Mayfield proceeds to give a histor-
ical overview of the use of “rhetorical ventriloquism” in historiography, philos-
ophy, and literature. His heuristic approach highlights the enormous variety of 
applications across different times and genres and supports a careful and thor-
ough differentiation between the phenomenological variants of the textual strat-
egy, e.g. the differences in application and function of rhetorical concepts such as 
prosopopoeia, sermocinatio, and ethopoeia. Mayfield shows how “ventriloquism” 
is an indispensable part of dramatic writing, where it lends a particular “immedi-
acy and intensity” to the dialogic exchanges between characters; it is, in the most 
general terms, a technique of citation which fabricates or subverts authority in 
both fictional and allegedly referential texts – and thus a phenomenon that adds 
another angle to the question initially discussed here: whether it is possible to 
keep the entwined strands of literature and history apart. 


