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Fisher Unwin must have been dismayed when he receivrd it. It was
a novel set in Italy during the Renaissance and it was founded on a
story I had read in Machiavelli’s History of Florence. I wrote it because
of some articles by Andrew Lang that I read on the art of fiction. In
one of them be argued, very convincingly to me, that the historical
novel was the only one that the young author could hope to write with
success. For he could not have sufficient experience of life to write of
contemporary manners; history provided him with a story and chara-
cters, and the romantic fervour of his young blood gave him the dash
that was needed for this sort of composition. I know now that this
was nonsensc. In the first place it is not true thet the young author
has not sufficient knowledge to write about his contemporaries. I do not
suppose one ever in after life knows people so intimately as those with
whom one’s childhood and early youth have been passed. One’s family,
the servants with whom so much of a child’s life is spent, one’s masters
at school, other boys and girls — the boy knows a great deal about them.
He sees them with directness. Adults discover themselves, consciously
and unconsciously, to the very young as they never do to other adults.
And the child, the boy, is aware of his environment, the houes he lives
in, the countryside or the streets of the town, in a detail that he can
never realize again when a multitude of past impressions has blurred his
sensibilities. The historical novel calls surely for a profound experience
of men to create living people out of those persons who with their diffe-
rent manners and different notions at first sight seem so alien to us;
and to recreate the past needs not only a vast knowledge but an effort
of imagination that is hardly to be expected in the young. I should
have said that the truth was exactly contrary to what Andrew Lang
said. The novelist should turn to the historical novel towards the end
of his career, when thought and the vicissitudes of his own life have
brought him knowledge of the world, and when, having for years explored
the personalities of people around him, he has acquired an intuition
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into human nature that will enable him to understand and so to recreate
the figures of a past age. I had written my first novel of what I knew,
but now, seduced by this bad advice, set to work on a historical romance.
I wrote it in Capri, during the long vacation, andsuch was my ardour
that I had myself awakened every morning at six and wrote with perse-
verance till hunger forced me to break off and have breakfast. I had at
least the sense to spend the rest of the morning in the sea.
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