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Narratives styles

Two of the three styles, or forms of speech, iden-
tified by James Wood as central to modern fiction 
have direct counterparts in modern historiogra-
phy. The first, direct speech, is analogous to 
quoted documentary evidence. The following 
example is my riff on an illustration Wood used in 
a radio interview (Wachtel 2009):

Cinderella looked at the clock, saw that it 
was nearly midnight, and said to herself, 
“It’s time to go.” 

The fictional character’s internal thought is direct-
ly expressed within the quotation marks. The nar-
rator’s mediating presence lies in reporting what 
Cinderella did and saw prior to her reaction. Wood 
argues that in fiction, direct (quoted) speech by 
characters, whether expressed audibly or kept 
internal, limits the author’s omniscience. It’s an 
illusion, of course. The author wrote the charac-
ters’ speech. But when done well, it’s among the 
grandest of illusions. 
 Historians have a different task than writ-
ers of fiction, but disciplinary distinctions should 
not obscure the stylistic forms they do have in 
common. Historians use quotation marks to set 
off verbatim documentary evidence from narra-
tion and interpretation. The content within them 
belongs to someone else; it’s borrowed and the 

rightful owners should be transparently acknowl-
edged in some fashion. Unlike writers of fic-
tion, historians may not create or make up what 
appears within quotation marks. Nonetheless, 
the manner in which historians treat quotations 
is similar to a fiction author’s virtual distance 
from the direct speech of characters. Quotation 
marks are indicators of autonomy, whether such 
“speech” belongs to an actual person or an imag-
ined character. 
 I did not quote directly from documentary 
evidence in the first postlude of the Prologue. 
Although Richardson (1858) wrote that “Dr. Mur-
chison . . . has kindly given me several particulars 
in regard to the fatal illness, which I embody in 
the text . . .” (xli), he does not distinguish Mur-
chison’s views from those of Dr. George Budd. 
Hence, I could not use direct quotes when either 
physician appears in the narrative. Moreover, 
since there is no evidence that Richardson spoke 
directly with Jane Weatherburn, I had to assume 
that all information and observations Richardson 
attributed to Snow’s housekeeper came from 
information he received from Dr. Murchison, which 
prevented me from employing quoted speech by 
Jane Weatherburn. 

Instead, I frequently used the historical equiva-
lent of “reported or indirect speech” (bold 
font mine). Indirect speech/narration (1) lacks 
the quotation marks of direct speech, and (2), is 
flagged by a third-person point of view, particu-
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larly the use of names and pronouns indicating 
the presence of the narrator who reports what the 
characters think, say, and do. According to Wood 
(2008), reported or indirect speech is “the most 
recognizable, the most habitual, of all the codes 
of standard realist narrative” (8-9). 
 The previous Cinderella example may be 
reworded so that her thought is reported indirect-
ly:

Cinderella looked at the clock, saw that it 
was nearly midnight, and said to herself that 
it was time to go.

By removing the quotation marks from the first 
example and reporting what Cinderella is thinking, 
the narrator’s omniscience has been enhanced at 
the expense of Cinderella’s autonomy.
 Such indirect style is standard historical 
narration. I used it to begin the first postlude:

She was in the scullery finishing the break-
fast dishes when it happened. There was a 
heavy thud upstairs and she assumed some-
one was at the front door. 

The use of pronouns and the absence of quoted 
material in this passage parallels indirect style in 
realist fiction. But this is historical narration be-
cause it’s based on extant documentary evidence 
(that Snow’s “housekeeper, who had scarcely 
left him, heard a great noise, as if someone had 
fallen. . .” [Richardson 1858, xlii].). Codes of 
historiography limit my imagination to a simple 
transformation of this documentary evidence into 

an historical narrative using indirect style. What 
Weatherburn may have heard and thought is 
conveyed without quotation marks. In short, the 
stylistic parallels in fiction and historiography are 
as follows: 

direct speech or style // quoted evidence

indirect speech or style // unquoted evidence +  
        pronouns and names

Free indirect speech, the third style or form 
of speech in Wood’s typology, does not have a 
common counterpart in modern historiography. 
In fiction, this style is free of pronouns or names 
provided by the narrator (hallmarks of autho-
rial flagging), and indirect because the speech, 
whether internal or audible, is reported rather 
than quoted. 
 Wood gave the following example when 
interviewed by Eleanor Wachtel in 2009:

Cinderella looked at the clock. Almost 
twelve. Time to go.

The passage begins with a narrator reporting 
what Cinderella is doing. This sentence, in indi-
rect style, sets up a shift to Cinderella’s mind-set. 
Subsequently, a phrase and a short sentence 
present her internal thoughts, free of quota-
tion marks and third-person pronouns. A stylistic 
change has emancipated Cinderella from the nar-
rator. Whereas regular indirect style features the 
person telling the story (the narrator or author 
who knows what is happening), free indirect style 
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features the characters � their mental delibera- � their mental delibera-� their mental delibera-
tions, feelings, and assumptions.
 I used a similar combination of reported 
and free indirect styles in the opening paragraph 
of the first postlude. To the two sentences already 
discussed in the previous section, I added another 
using indirect style to set up the final sentence:

She was in the scullery finishing the break-
fast dishes when it happened. There was 
a heavy thud upstairs and she assumed 
someone was at the front door. Suddenly, a 
panicky feeling roiled her innards. Shouldn’t 
have left him. 

The unnamed woman’s internal thought is writ-
ten in free indirect style � no quotation marks, 
no use of pronouns or proper names. The change 
in style shifts the reader’s attention from the 
historian’s narration to Weatherburn’s reaction. 
“Shouldn’t have left him,” the sentence in free 
indirect style, isn’t a figment. It’s just a stylistic 
way of narratively interpreting Richardson’s state-
ment that Snow’s “housekeeper . . . had scarcely 
left him.” 

*  *  *

Free indirect style is not conventional fare among 
professional western historians, at least since 
the late nineteenth century. On occasion, Garrett 
Mattingly (1959) comes close, as in this passage 
when he interprets what Elizabeth I of England 
may have been feeling as she anticipated foreign 

reaction to the beheading of Mary, Queen of the 
Scots, in February 1587: 

But if we can be sure of anything about 
Elizabeth it is that she hated war. Because 
it was the one point of the arts of a ruler 
at which a woman could not pretend to be 
as good as a man? Because its uncouth 
violence offended her complicated sense of 
order? (27-28).

The second sentence is almost an internal mono-
logue, free of quotes and pronouns. But the 
author’s presence hovers in the question mark, 
only to reassert himself with a pronoun in the 
third. Such indirect reporting, as well as the use 
of direct quotations from documentary evidence, 
characterize Mattingly’s historical narratives.  
 Simon Schama (1992), however, begins 
The Many Deaths of General Wolfe in free indirect 
style.

‘Twas the darkness that did the trick, black 
as tar, that and the silence, though how the 
men contriv’d to clamber their way up the 
cliff with their musket and seventy rounds 
on their backs, I’m sure I don’t know even 
though I saw it with my own eyes and did it 
myself before very long (3).

This is a first-person account by a British sol-
dier who scales the cliff face and then fights the 
French and their Indian allies on the Heights of 
Abraham outside Quebec on 13 September 1759. 
It’s a riveting read that Schama described in a 
note as “pure imagined fiction” (327). Yet Schama 
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also considered Many Deaths of General Wolfe an 
“experiment with historical narrative” (Acknowl-
edgements). The soldier’s account cannot be both 
fiction and history, and it isn’t.
 Schama’s soldier turns out to be a real, 
unnamed possibility. Wolfe was mortally wounded 
during the battle for Quebec. Some reports give 
names of those present when the general died, 
and many state that an unknown junior officer 
was there as well. Schama (1992) stated that 
he used these documents, including first-hand 
accounts by actual witnesses, to construct an ac-
count of what this unnamed soldier might have 
done and seen (329). At a critical stage of the 
battle, Schama’s use of indirect free style renders 
himself virtually invisible as the soldier he con-
structed explains how he came to witness General 
Wolfe’s death rattle:

Up comes the Captain and tells me to take a 
message to the General to say our line had 
held and the enemy was put to flight. . . . I 
suddenly saw him, lying on a mound beside 
a sorry little bush attended by just two men, 
one leaning over and supporting Wolfe with 
his arm. Mr. Browne, for that was his name 
[a lieutenant whose account Schama cites] 
. . . shouted at me to come fast and help. 
. . . I told him our news and in a groaning, 
gurgling sort of way I could hear him praise 
God for it (68-69). 

Hold the phone! This scene of the dying general 
seems very familiar. I page backwards in Dead 
Certainties until I come to a figure showing a de-

tail from a 1763 painting by Edward Penny (29). 
 The soldier’s account is a composite of 
contemporary documentary evidence; Simon 
Schama made it up. It’s a work of the imagi-
nation, but so is the historical enterprise, with 
certain limitations. One of them involves the use 
of direct style; all quoted material must be cited, 
verifiable documentary evidence. There are no 
quotation marks in Schama’s construction of the 
soldier’s account to mislead the reader into think-
ing it’s documentary evidence. 
 Instead, Schama expanded the documen-
tary record to include a contemporary painting in 
order to actualize the unnamed officer reported to 
have been with James Wolfe when he succumbed 
to battle wounds. That soldier left no report of his 
own, so Schama filled that gap in the historical 

record by constructing one 
for him, based on a compos-
ite of first-hand accounts by 
those who had scaled a cliff 
to fight on the Heights of 
Abraham and were present 
at the scene depicted by 
Edward Penny. Since Schama 
used verifiable evidence, 
broadly construed, and wrote 
the soldier’s imaginary ac-
count in first-person indirect 
and free indirect styles, his 
experiment in this instance is 
an example of how to intro-
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duce historical possibility into historical narra-
tives. It includes neither quotations nor third-per-
son authorial reporting to suggest anything else. 
 I did something similar in the prologue to 
an unpublished manuscript on Edvard Munch, but 
the nature of the evidence available to me raised 
the bar to the level of historical probability. 
That is, whereas the story told by Schama’s sol-
dier is an imaginary construct, drawing on con-
temporary accounts and a painting, the narrative 
I composed used verbatim quotations from notes, 
sketchbooks, and journal entries that Munch 
made in France during the winter and spring of 
1890. 
 News of his father’s death at home in 
Kristiania (Oslo) profoundly affected Munch. De-
pression ensued, and memories from his child-
hood and youth, especially bouts of consumption 
that had killed his mother and a sister, and nearly 
felled himself, consumed him, day and night. 
A friend, the Danish Symbolist poet Emmanuel 
Goldstein, made a suggestion he thought would 
be cathartic: notate and sketch whatever came to 
mind. Munch, already an episodic diarist, decided 
to follow Goldstein’s suggestion, which set in mo-
tion a process of self-reflection that, over several 
years, eventuated in a transition from represen-
tational to expressionistic painting and a coherent 
Life-Force philosophy. 
 The point of my prologue was to set up 
this thesis of the origins and resolution of Edvard 
Munch’s creative illness. It began as a dream se-

quence in direct (quoted) and indirect (reported) 
speech, drawn from journal entries dated 5 Febru-
ary and 5 March 1890 (Munch-museet, T2771): 

 “It’s blood, Papa.”
 Papa stroked my head. He said sooth-
ingly, “Don’t be frightened, my boy.”
 But my heart was pounding. “I’m dying 
of consumption, aren’t I, Papa?”

Thereafter, the pro-
logue depicted Munch 
reflecting on this and 
additional dreams and 
memories of his early 
life, based on the as-
sumption that he was 
the brooding figure in 
a preliminary sketch 

(T126, 28) and the final 
oil painting, entitled 
Natt [Night in St. Cloud, 
1890]. 
 It was an 
experiment in writing 
historical narrative, un-
dertaken twenty years 
ago, and one I have not 
repeated. I soon real-
ized that  the quota-
tions were misleading in 
this particular context. 



6

Narratives styles

Nothing is made up, but I selected and translated 
extracts from Munch’s journal in order to con-
struct dream sequences that he never explicitly 
admitted to having. Were I to revise this manu-
script now, I would eliminate the dream sequenc-
es, use indirect and free indirect styles instead of 
quoted speech, connect Munch’s memories explic-
itly to the solitary figure in Natt, and provide the 
original Norwegian for all translated extracts. That 
would be an historical narrative of what probably 
happened, unsullied by a conceit too clever by 
half. 


