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It was bound 1o happen. Sooner or
latcr 2 dislingwished historian had to
¢ross over, had to mingle the writing of
fiction with the writing of history. The
circumsiances were ripe, the pressures

" ventions..

Websier of Harvard in 1849 —is a self-
prociaimed experiment in narration.
In his storylelling Schama has avoided
neat chronological sequences and has
in fact “deliberaiely dislocated the
conventions by which bistorics estab-
Hsh coherenc and persvasivencss.”
Both stories “begin with abrupt inter-
.and end with accounts al
odds with each other as 1o what has
happencd.™ He has given us what lieer-
ary scholars would call inlcrior mono-

. logues, shiflin; voices, and multiple

were enormous. Everyone clse was

dning it. Novelists had long been
v hlending facl with fiction with

points of view; and if these were not
enough he hu cven invented whale

apology. They not only se) thcir in-
vented characters among real histori-
“cal figures. but they had these authen-
tic historical figures do and say things
they had never done, When E.i.. Dot
torow was asked whether
Guoldman and Evelyn Nesbit had ever
actually met as they did in bis novel
Ragtime, he replicd,~They have now.”
Journalists and TV writers-have been
dmng i, creating hyhmﬁ ealied “fac-

. tion” and “docu-drama” Television
even began simulating the' fews.
adding made-up pietures to utherwise
apparcnily tifeless words.

These examples, however impor-
12, are meredy the manifestations of
3 larger, morc signilicanr force a1
work. The blurring of fact and [iction
i parl of the intcllecival ¢limate of cur

Sern time —dominated as it is
hy winds of epistemological skepli-
cism and Nielzschean denjals of the
possibility of objectivity that are
swecping through every humanistic
diseipline, somelimes with cyclonic fe-
tacity. Historiana are usually the last
tu knoyw about earrent fashions, bul so
powerful have the postmodern, decon-
situction theories become that cven
histarians can no Jonger remsin igno-
rant of them.

Must historians are not yei ready to

i admit that they s:mply make up the
i past as a fiction writcr does of 10 deny
oulright the possibitity of reprtsemmg
"a past reality. but the signs of doubt
and amxicly are in the aiy. Hayden

- Whitc and ke journal HMistory ond
Thenry have of course Jong been writ-
ing aboul the fictional character of his-
torical navrative and urging historiam
to recognize the complex natore of
what they do. Peter Novick in a recent
importlant and widcly acchaimed book,

Emma

fictional account
hyonc of Wolfe's soldiers of the battlc
of Quehec and a made-up dialogue be-
tween two of the figures in the ‘Wcb-
ster Irial. M 15 an extrsordinary book,
wilh impotiant implications for the

acclaim, bul they have made him
something of an international ceh
¢brity. Eatlicr this ytar the London
Sunday Times Magazine devoled'iis
weekly fealure “A Life in the Day of™
10 \his universily professor—a hit of
fame usually reserved for politicians
2nd film stars. Even in Boston' logal
television stations have occasionally
invited Schama 1o comment on cur

* rent events, indduding the upheavals in

Easiern Europe, aboul which he pre. *

sumably knows not much morc than
the rest of us.

So that when a professional histo-
1ian of Schama’s sialus and signifi-
cance deliberaiely decides 1o mingle
fact with fiction and try an experiment
in narrstion. the resull can be o riv-

* al matter. In writing this book. how-

cver, Schama seems 1o have no hidden

Dezzil from The Death of Wolle by Benjamin West, 1770

discipline of history, especially be-
cavse of who Schama is.
Schema is no smell-lime roncgade in

lhe hrslorin! prol’cssmn Heisnotn

Kined critic of hh-

. Thot Noble Dresm: The "Objectivity
Question™ and the American Histori-
cal Profession (1988). has offered his
feltow historians an ¢lcgiac and an-
guished account of the demise of the
founding idcals of Lhe discipline of his-
tory with iile or no hope for their re-
birsh. Lilczary scholars have been very
busy bringing their postmodern, de-
consiruclionist theories onlo the histo-
rian‘s turd and calling themselves “new
hisioricisis™ ‘While hifthes undesmin-
ing the old-time faith in an objective

past reality. Although bistorizm have _ ¢

scarccly begun lo expericnce the kinds
" of episiemologica] quarrels that have

10rn apart the Yiierary disciplines over

the past decade or so, the signs of

change Ar¢ ominous. And Simon

Schama’s new book, Dead Certainries,
* s the most portentous of them.

D end Certointies. which loosely com-
binea two separate slories aboul the
past—one about the death of General
Wolfe a1 the battle of Quebec in 1759
and 1bc other about the murder of
George Parkman by Professor John

»

Iory tike Hayden White, who carps al
the margins of the discipne snd
preaches skepticism and subversion 1o
the halfway convericd but writes no
history. Schama is » prominent prac-
ticing historian. Indeced, at the outset
of his carcer he was marked by his

- mentor J.H. Plumb ss “the outsland-
Y ing historian of

his gencration.”
‘Whether or not he is thal, be has cer-
tainty risen rapidly {o the top of the
historical profcasion.

Hc was bom in London in 1945
(“thec night we bombed Dresden™), be
says, cducated at Cambridge Univer-
sity, and taught at Csmbridge and Ox-
ford until moving a decade or 3o ago
across the Atlantic to Harvard, where
heis currently MeHon Professor in the
Social Sciences and scnior associate at
the Center for European Siudica.

Thopgh only in his mid-forties
Soh has attcady published (before
Dead  Cerrainties) four highly sc.
claimed history books, the two most
recent of which sold widely in scveral
nalions angd langunges. Not only have
these books hrought him professional

¥

political purpose or dark schemes in
mind. Indced there it a cenain guile-
lessness about him. He explained re-
cently to The Guardian that he is being
“held currenily goilty of commilting a
fiction,™ saying this, accovding to the
interviewer, “with a big pleased
grin....the bad boy of the class enjoy.
ing the trouble he didn™t quite mean to
cnuse.” He docsn’t want to chenge the
world. He wants to tel storics. He has
said that “al} history tends towsrd su-
tobiographical conlfession,” which his
experiment in fictional history con-
firms. It is no momeniary aberration
for him: it is uw\:nmul development
of his work.

Scbamn s & born storyteller. From
the beginning of his career he has had
a powerful desire 10 write somelhing
more aesthetically pleasing and imagi-
patively exciting than the.prescribed
rules of history writing currently
allow. To be sore, his two enrlicst
books were more o less traditional
historics] studies, heavily fooincted
and 'based on intensive archival re-
seatch; but they were certainly more
narralive than thgy werc amalyiical,
#nd big narratives st that. His: first
work, Pairiots and Liberators: Revolu-
nion in the Metherlonds, 1780-1813,

TIBEET

published in 1977, hegan, he sdmits,
“as & inm monogrsph” but “came to
assumc  proportions  of.._indecenmt
corpulence,” 745 pages worth—a
prablem of volubility Schama hes con-
tinued 1o struggle with, ‘Telling the

story of the complicated process that .

destroyed the Duich Republic and es-
teblished the Kingdom of the United
Netherlands under Wilkiam J required
Schama’s masicring the Duich tan-
gunge and the Doich archives, and
‘that  alone was ap nwe-inspin'n;
achievement.
Most revicwers helieved hat’ there
was nolhm; to rival Schama's study of
this  important perind of Dutch
history—in any language, Still, cven in
this very scholarly work dealing with »
relatively recondite subject for an
English-sptaking hisiorian, Schema
“neveriheless expressed an aspiration
10 break oul of the “pedaniic speciali-

salions” of the historical profession, '

‘"IN is time, perhaps.™ he wrote in his
preface 10 the bonk, “16 poke our
heads above our several molehills and
101ak¢e in a view, however nervous snd
blinking, of the hroader historical
landscape.” He knew lon from bis
teacher 1.H. Plumb that “history must
at least strive to be art before it ¢can
preend to be a science.™ Altcady this
early book revesled the richness and
garrulousness of his narralive siyle,
where words and scntences seem lo
spill ot as fast a3 the storyteller can
speak. One reviewer  said thn
Schama’s wmmg someiimes “ap-
proaches the ripcness of Iate cigh-
teenth century prose, hut it never goes
beyond the bounds of decency.™

- His second book, Twe Rethschilds
ond the Land of Israel (1978), dealing

« Wwith the contribution of Edmund and

Iames de Rothschild tothe creation of
» Jewish community in Paleatine, was
#n even more traditioral Jhixtory than
his first book. based as i1 essentially
was on the single archive of the Pajes-
tine Jewish Colonizzlion Assocation,
The book grew oul of an informal sem-
inar on Jewish social and intelleciual
history that Schamax had been teaching
to undergraduates at Cambridge Uni-
versity in the 1960s and 19704, It was n
very personal sfory, which a1 one point
in Iis Iife he felt he had 10 1cll, but one
he ssys he would never have finished
excep! for the “goading of those two
kindly but purposcful bullics, my
mother and father,” especislly his fa-
ther who wes “a passionate enthusizst
of Jewish history.”

His move from England to Harvard
in the lare 1970s allowed foller scope
for Schama’s decp desire and semark-
sble ability to teil stories, an activity
that in origin is after alt an oral proc-
css. At Harvard, unlike Oxford or

" Cambridge, be became, 82 he says, the
examiner of his own curriculom »nd
thus became free to develop his lec-
lure courses sl will. ) do anything }
want 10.” he says. By his own count his
ctourses now number twenty or so,
ranging in subject from baroque an
and architeciure  and  cighleenth-
ceatory French politles and painting to
Dutch art 3nd Pietcr Brueghc), and.
most recently to 1he reading and writ-
ing of narrative history, which, he says,
bas become “a major concern®™ of hiv
This Dead Certainties bears - oul.
Nearly all of Schama’s courses com-
bine art with history and 3o rely beav-
ily on the showing nf slides. He says he
never has a prepared text for his lee-
ures, only his slides, "jusl » series of
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" shufficd images.” His very popular

fectures al Harvard thus hccome awe-
some {eats of extemporaneous speak-
tng, extraordinary displays of the an-
cient arl of oral storyielling with the
modern addition of pictures.

His Ihird book, The Embarrassment
af Riches: An Inierpretsion of Duek
Crutfture in the Golden Age {3987). 1c-
vealed IWlly Schama’s remarkable 1al-
cnt for iching stories and shuffling im-
ages. and it brought him 1o the
avenlion of a wider public. Like his
first bouk. Embarrassment of Riches
was huge—6HYR pages - but il was not
old-fashiened lincar narrative history,
as Schama admitied, it "strayed a good
deal from the straight and narrow of
the histosical meithod.™ The hook was
essenlially B cornucopia of stories,
dazens il pnl hundreds of them, with
aver three hundred interspersed illose
trations. Schama roamed al over
seveneenth-century  Dulch  society,

Jokn Websier

pathering what he called “bits and
pieces of evltore,” incidents and anec-
dotes, curiositics and delights, paint-
ings and engravings, on » wide variety
of subjecis, from criminal punishments
to dike huilding. from Calvinist patrie-
tism 1o heached whales, from Dutch
cating. drinking. and smoking habils o
wlip sales, lrom cl¢antingss 1o child-
reasing—all desipned e reveal a co)-
lective scif-ponirait of the Duch peo-
phe. The “shamelcssacleaticism™ of the
study was very controversial, ome eritle
calling the book the “iumph of inge-
ruity over cvidence.” Some eaperis in
Dutch kistory ne art history were'rghugc-
1an1 Lo praiss this cecentsig antl imagi-
native book, by many others did, Siill,
Schama himsclf  eapressed concern
thal the coBective image of the seven-
teemh-century Duich people that he
had rried 1o requver “might st hest he
fugitive and ghosiy,”

His nex1 book, Citizens: A Chronicle
of the French Revolinion {1989), car-
ried Schama even <inscr 10 pure stary-
tebling. " Cirizens came lumbling out of
me—it poured out.™ he says; 7} was
even writing it in the shower!™ The
hook, which is 948 pages Jong. has nn
pretensions 10 being scientific or dis-
passianate. Unlike Embarrassment of
Rirhes, which retained convenlional
documentation. Citizens has no refer-
ence noles. Although the hook was “in
no sense fiction {for there is nn deliber-
atc invenlion).” Schama realized thal
“it may well strike 1he reader as slory

deliberate turning away from analyti-
cal history™ and an unabashed revival
of an old-fishioned ni h

drilled in the pieries of imperiat
hislory, it was West's scenc they

fury narrative “with a beghnning, mid-
dlc. and ¢nd that trics to resonate with
its prolagonists® own overdeveloped
sense of past, prescnt and posterily.”
Schama rejecied 1he objectivity that
hisioricat distance presumably confers
and opied Jor the proximity of the his-
torical panlicipants. Like a novelist, he
concentrated not on sociely and imper-
sonal historical forces bul on the con-
tingent 1houghts and eclions of partico.
lar individuals~allowing what they
said and did 10 shape the Mow of the
story...ycar after year, month afier
month.” Consequemly, he comes close
Lo viewing the past reality of at least the
period of the French Revolulion as
simply 2 story wailing 1o be 1old. “IL is
not in the least fortuilons,” he says,
“thal the creation of the mudera politi-
cal world coincided precisely with the
birth of the modern novel,™ His rejec-

d rather than any more Jit-
cral sccount..... After West, no-
thing could dispel the odour of
sanctity that lay over Wolles
memery.... What more could
possibly be said? |

With this question hanging in the air
Schama then dramalically takes the
reader to the Massachusetis Historical
Socicty on November 21, 1R93, on the

oceesion of a memorkat 17ibute 10 the”

greal historian Franeis Parkman, who
had recently died. Next, Schama
moves back in time into Parkman’s
bouse and mind in 8RN, concluding
the chapier with a brief summary of
Patkman’s lile, which concentraies on
his pain in both hody and soul as he
sireggled .10 write his mulivolume
masierpicce. Fronce and England in
North America, whose chimax is the

tion of the “ b " of
history wriling is clesn: he had learned
that “10 wrile history withoul the play
of imagination is 10 dig in an intcllec-
wad praveyard, so that in Citizens |
have ried 10 bring a world tolifc rather
than entomb it In erodite discourse.™

Thus Schama's rendezvous with fic-
tionat history in Dead Certaimies was
ordsined sYmost from the beginning.
He begins his first story, entitled “The
Many Deaths of General Wolfe,” with
3 six-page monologuc by an imeginary
soldier inivolved in Wolfe's scaling of
the cliffs of QGuebec, which resubied in
Wolfe's death and the British victory
over the French in Canada. With this
device Schama certainly capiures the
tone and Yanguage of an ecighteenth-
cenlury charactér. But his invenied
soldier’s account, though it conlaing
nothing that is vnt
verisimilitude: no ordinaty soldier in
the ranks could have heard about or
experienced alt thm he describes
about the baitke of Quehec, Which is
why Stendhais description in the

. opening chapters of Tie Charterhouse

of Parma of Fabrizio’s bewildering cx-
perience in the balile of Waterloo isso
wonderfully cffective: it undercits the
vicw, which ix the basic premise of
Schama's book. thal participants have
a privileged access 1o knowledge of
the evenls they are involved in. The
opposite is in Iact 1rue: il is the hisie-
dan removed from the evenls whois in
a belter position to pot together the
confused, disparate, and somctimes
contradictory accounts by the partici-
panis into a plassible whole, This
problem 1uns theough Schama's entire
experiment in fictionalized history.
Schama ncat shilts 1o a brilliantly
concise_twelve-page “Lilc of General
Wolfe™ writtcn from Wolle's point of
view: sometimey in <t the recount
cnices direcily Into Waolle's mind.
Then in the seeond chapler Schama
jumpa 10 3he opening of the exhibilion
of Benjamin West's grest painling The
Death of Generol Waolfe at the Royal
Academy on April 29,177]. Thisis fol-
towed by an incisive essay on West and
the significance of his deciston to paink
Wolle in contemporary dress. Wesl's
deliberate deviation from the conven-
tions of history painting was not done,
however, Tor the sake of reatism but,
as Schamn is al pains 10 poinl oul, lor
1he sake of rhetorical effcet, Indeed,
the clfect was so great that for future

rather than history.” 1 s d>-a

P

£ iens of British children

L Wiimalely lacks -

batle of Quecbee. in the end, says

George Patkman
Schams, Parkman wrote of the new-
sotic and discase-ridden Wolle on the
eve of the baitle as il he were Wolle
himsell. “Past and present dissolved at
this moment. He became Wolle and
Wollc lived again through him.™

Schama then resumes the imagined
fisst-pesson account, af the hainle of
Quchec by the anonymous sokicr,
which had begun the story. The soldicr
recounts the rather sordid and incon-
spicunus purgling and groaning death
of Wnlfe, whose “face had gonc stilf
and greenish™ with binod fram his
woonded belly “nozing through his
shint and coa1.” Schama's story ends
wilh a poignani letier {presumahly au-
thentic) written a month afier the bat.
tle by Wolfe's beirothed, Katherine
Lowther. 10 Wolfe’s molher. who had
disapproved of the match, hegging 1o
have any messages or marks of endear-
menl Wollé might have lclt sent 1o her.

This story, “The Many Deaths of
Generat Wolle,” takes up less than a
quaricr of Schama’s book; the renain.
der ix develed to the “Death of 2 Har-
vard Man.” which has no rclation to the
firs1 story, eaccpl thal the murdered
man, George Parkmon. was Francis
Parkman’s uncle, For Schama this &
enough: “the Parkmar ipheritance....”
he says. “deeply colours both storics.”

This slory opens cinemslically in
1850 with Governor George Briggs of
Massachusctis pondering the peossibil-
ity of commuting the execution of John
Webstcer, a Harvard professor of chem-
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istry. who had been found guilty of
murdering  George  Parkman  after
Parkman had demanded thal he pay
back 3 foan of 3483, Schama has the
governor shufTling through the piles of
featers arviving 91 his desk from all over
the country, letters thal both affirmed
and denied Webster's guilt, " Yes. yes,
folly and lies. fairy 1abes and fables.” he
has the governor 1hink 1o himseH.

Bui where lay the iputh, the real
history of Gevrge Parkman and
John White Webstee? Much as he
respected Ihe stern procecdings of
the wial. he was 100 much of 2
lawyer himsell (or perhaps (oo
wuch of a smithy’s son} 1o imag-
ing 1hat it told the whole story.
|[Wehsies's] defenee, afier all. had
opencd with one account and
closed with another—a fatal sirat-
egy: even Ihe prisoner’s own con-
fession coul! nol wholly be cred-
Hel. Indecd. confossions were iwo
Apehny....

From 1his beginning, characteristic
of Schama’s novelistic  technique
throughoul. he proceeds 1o tell the
whole Fascinating and macahre story.
George Parkman disappears one af-
ternonn just before Thanksgiving in
1899, A week later picees of a bady are
discovercd a1 Harvard Medical Cnl.
lepe. The corpse is identified from
harely recognizable falsc tceth by the
dentist who swears he madc them.
Professor John Wehster of Harvard is
arrested and tried for the brutal mur.
der. It is a story so sensationa) thal a
century and a half Iater it siill makes
present-day Boston murder cascs
stcm lame by comparison.

Using the sume novelistic devices he
uscd in the first story—interior mono-
ogues, shifts from one mind pnd point
of view to anothcr. and straight third-
person narrslives intesspersed wih the
printing of presumably avthentic Jocu-
ments—Schama develops his exciting
tale with great skitl. Me inteoduces us
1o 1he principat characters and devel-
ops them fully and imaginatively as a
sensitive novelist would: the viclim.
George Parkmsn, ecceniric real-estaie
speculator and landlord whose ¢arly
desire 1o cstablish a modern and ho-
mare insane asylbm in Boston had
been thwasted:. the accused, John
Webster, whose income was insuffi-
cient to suppont the styke of lile of a
Harvard professor and who had there-
fore been compelled 1o borrow moncy
from Parkman; Ephraim Littkeficld,
jankor at the Medical College, who
was suspicious of Webster and discov-
ered the col-up remains of Parkman in
the basement of Wcbster's laboratory;
the pr ing Y peciall
George Bemis, who kept a diary: the
defense altorneys. who could never
quitc agree on a consisient defense for
Websler; the marshal who arrested
Wehster: the chicf justice of the Mas-
sachusetis Supreme Couwrt, Lemuel
Shaw. whose mountainous presence
overawed all courtrooms: and a host
of lesser figores who fade in and out of
the narrative, It s a tour de force of
storylelling, but is it history? -

Schama concedes in the ¢nd thal it is
not, “Though thése stories may al
times sppear to observe the discunive
convenlions of hislory,” he wrilcs,
~they are in fact histerical novellas,”
Nevertheless, despite 1his disavowal,

Schama seems to believe that he is
doing something more than writing
historical fiction like Sir Walter Scott
or Kenneth Roherts. Ft is not ciear,
however, just whal his cxperiment in
narration is designed 1o accomplish.

No doubt Schama believes that his
new novelistic Iechniques and his de-
liberate violation of the conventions of
history writing allow him to tell » bet-
ter, mote convincing story. Bul is it »
better and more convincing story than
a novelist could write? And it nor, then
why the experiment? Schama cannot
have il hoth ways, He cannol write fic.
tion and still assume thal it will have
the authenlicity and ¢redibitity of his-
tory, His problem in mingling fiction
with facl in history wriling is sitailar 10
thar of mixing simulations with amhen-
tic documentary matcrial in television
news, The readers or viewers arc ncver
sur¢ which is which, and ihercfore

The loss of credibility far Sutweighs
any acsthetic gains that Schams might
have goticn from his namative cxperi-
menl, Indced, his violation of the con- ~
ventions of history writing aciually puts
Ihe integrity of the discipline of history
at risk. Those conventions of history
writing, likc any conventions, 2rc frag-
ie and slways vuinerable 1o challenge:
they are scarecly mose than a century
ok, Of course, there is no inherent rea-
son why these conventions of objectiv-
ily and documentary proof should con-
1inike to guide and conirol the writing of
history; they eertainly’ didd nol control
much of the history wriling in the dis-
tant past and s1il) do not conirol what
passcs for history In other cultures. Buy
ity have been painsiakingly devel
oped in the Weste mworld apd have re-
spectable juitifications for their exis-
1epees they oughl not Lo be abandoned
without a fight cither 1o postmodermn
skeplicism or to Schama’s playful ex-

come 1o dowbt the truthf of the
whole. One reads Dend Cerrainties
with admiration and credulity unti)
suddenly something in the norrative
provokes the guestion of wheiber or
not theze is documentary evidence for
it. Maybe Schama actuslly has a diary
or aleltee he could point 1o that would
clinch his pofnt, but in his ficlionalized
account there are no refercnces, ne
convenlional proof, and the purely in-
vented parts taint the credibilily of the
whote. In retrospect, even Schama
himself scems o have some doubls. ™1

- have a slight pang that § did invent any-

thing at all,” he oM Bn interviewer, *]
could sce a genuine nonficlion book
that woutd have a lot of immediacy
withow! narmative invention.”

P in parration.

In an cight-psge “Afterword”™
Schama stiempts to explain why he
Iried his experiment in parration. Al
though he is far from a posimodern de-
consiructionist and does not "scorn Ibe
houndary between fact and fiction,™ he
docs seent o share some of the ¢pisto:
mological Angst that is 5o prevalent
these days. Events did scivally happen, -
he has admilled on b i
but they “can’t be very clearly deter-
mined even with the resources we have
available.™ Since hisioyians can never
truly enter into a past world, Ihey “arc
feft forever chasing shadows, prinfully
awsre of their inability ever 1o recon-
siruct a dead world in ils complcieness, -
hewever thorough or sevealing their
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documentation.” We are unavoidably
remaote feom nur subjects, he savs, and
therefore “we are dormed 1o be for-
ever hailing somecone who has just gonc
around the corner and nut of earshor.™

In both of the cases he has dealt with
in his book, “alierpative accounts of
the event compete for credibifity, both
for comtemporaries and for posierity.”
‘Thus hoth of his imaginalive storics,
he cxplains.

cnd with accounts a1 odds with
cach other as 10 what bas hap-
mened, as fo the significance of the
deatbs and 1he characier of the
Protagonists, ... Both dissylve the
certaintics of events into the multi-
ple possibilities of alternative nar-
rations.... Thus, General Wolle
dies many Jeaths, and though a
veidicl is rendered and a confos-
sion delivered in the'case of John
Webister, the ultimale truth about
how George Parkmon mel his end
remains ohseure, ., These are sto-
rics, thea, of broken bodies, uncer-
tain cnds, indelcrminaie consc-
yuences... fMickering plimpses ol
dead workds.

All this scems a bit overdrawn and
overwrought—as does much of the
episicmological doubt currently being
expressed by scholars, We know a
good deal more about these events
than Schams implics; he is certainly
not the first historian 10 write aboul
them. We know about the difference
hewween Wolfe's aclual death and
West's rhetorical porisayal, and we
know, too, where Parkman has been
superseded by new research, And we
have more than a shadawy sensc that
Jubn Wehster killed George Parkmoan,
We know in fact more ahoul tbese
cvenls thap any of the panicipams
could or did, which may Sugpest thar
Schama has gt it backward: that i1 -
the participants in the cvenis who
chase shadows and (he historians who
have a more compichensive grasp of
past renlity. Of course, as Schama says,
there are multiple poinls of view and
altcrnalive ways of recounting these
cvents. But it is no gnod For the bisto-
risn to wring his hands and simply Iay
out, as Schama says he has done in this
hook, “all the acehdents and contingen-
cics that go im0 the making of 20 his-
tvical parrative.”™ 1 is the historian™s
responsibility to analyze and evaluate
all these dificzent views and parrations
and then arrive ar as full and as ohjec-
tive an explanation and narration of
the evenls ot possible,

Slill. the queslion remains: Whal did
Schama hope 10 accomplish with this
experiment in narration? Did he wam
seriously 1o affect the writing of narza-
tive hisiory. or simply fulfiit a personal
agsthedic desire 1o tell storics in a richer
and fuller manncr? Maybe he has he.
come 1o enamicd of the visual arts
he spends so much 1ime 1eaching and
wriling about. Paintings slter alt are no
longer judged on the basis of the accu-
racy with which ihey represent reality
bul on oiber bascs, Some poasimodern
phliosopbers of history hke F.R.
Ank il woukd tike historical narra-
tives to be judged in the same way—on
the basic of their style or other acs-
thetie features and not on their capacity

At bookstores or from
Cambridge University Press .
40 West 20th Street, New York, NY 100114213

10 vey past reslily accurately,
Whether he intends th or pol, Schama
is cetrainly playing into theis hands.

Or perhaps Schama is oo much af-
fecied by his recent reading of imagi-

native fiction. e tels usin 29 Shnday
Times [carture that he is a “voracious™
reader, much of it apparcnlly in mod-
crn cxperimental fiction. “Jeancite
Winterson's views on 1ime are so like
mine—it’s quile spoaky.” be says. He
alsa admires ~Julian Barness mixivre
of fictien amd nonfiction,” and he
Tound Penclope Lively's Monn Tiger,
which moves hack and forth between
1he past and present of its historian-
heroinc’s cxpericnce. “wonderfvl.”
Whal he really likes about these mod-
crn novelisis is “1he anention they pay
10 ghostly cchoes and the historical
perspective.” “All derivative, al in the
mind— the conlection of fact and fan-
tasy thal is how we know the world,”
says Lively’s herome. I historians
ever seally do take seriously as models
for their work the ficlion of new ex-
perimental novelists like Palrick Me-
Grath who say that they “don’t wanl
o be consirained by the actuales
there's more frecdom to invent when
the fiction is nol accouniable to a rea)-
ity,” then hey surely will put them-
seives ovl of husiness,

Schama apparemly hzh:vcs that
naive h-century
positivism—“the cerlainly of an uMi-
mately observable, empirically  verifi-
#blc iruth”—is dead, thai all we have
el are ghosis and shadows and indeter-
minacy. If we cannat recover the b
abonl the past with finality and com-
plcteness, thep musl we resort to the
lechniguces of fiction in order to fill in
the shadows and embody the ghosis?
Are those the slicrnatives? I we cannot
have old-fashioned posilivist hisiory,
then musl we write historical novellas?
Alihough, says Schama, baih his
steries  “follow  the  documcnlary
record with some closencss, they are
works of imagination, not scholar-
ship,” These are nol contaries, His-
torical schatarship should pot be set in
oppositivn to imagination. Hisiory
writing is cremtive. and it surely re-
quires imagination; only it is #n imagi-
nation of a particular sor, sensitive 1o
1he differentness of the past snd con-
sireined and constricied by the docu-
mentary record. Schama in his betler
moments knows this, knows thet
“¢ven in the mosl avstere scholarly re-
pon from the archives, the invenlive
laculty—sclecling, pruning, cditing.
commenting. intcrpreting, delivering
judgemenis--is in full play.™ He does
nol deny the exisience of a past realily.
But he “dres aceepl the rather banal
axiom that claims for historical kpowl-
cdge must ahways he [atally circum-
seribed by the characler and preju-
dices of iis narrator.™
That “falaliy™ is misiaken; and it has
ted Schama into his experiment in fic-
tiona) history, Onc ¢an accepi the view
that the historical record is fragmen-
tary and incomplete, 1hat recovery of
the past is partial and dilficul, and
that historians will never finally agree
in their interpretations, and yet can
s1ill bekieve imelligibly and not naively
in an uhjective Iruth abowt the past
that can he nbscrved and empirically
verified. Historians may never see and
represent that truith wholly and finslly,
bul semc of thern will come closer
than others, be more nearly complete,
more ohjective, more honest, in their
written hisiory, and we will know A,
and have known it. when we see it.
Thnl knowledge is the best antidote 10
e desirpctive skepticism that is trou-
h ingus today, il
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